
  
    
      
    
  


  Prologue… Zach…


  THE club was dark and seedy. The vinyl stools at the bar were torn, the tables grimy. The air seemed smoky despite the public smoking ban Denver had passed years ago, and I wondered if it had been trapped here all that time, lingering with the dust and the pheromones. It made the place feel dangerous.


  Just walking through the door made my pulse race and my cock hard.

  This wasnt what Angelo would have picked. He liked places that were loud and full of energy. Places where he could dance and flirt and see what was in a mans eyes before they got too close. Places where the thick black eyeliner he wore at my request didnt set him apart.

  The bar was a scene from my past. Id picked it not because I expected to see anyone I knew, but because I knew most of the men there had only one thing on their agenda. Angelo entered ahead of me, a lamb walking willingly into the meat market. I suspected he wanted nothing more than to turn around and walk back outside, but he was good at bravado. Although a dozen pairs of eyes turned to watch us, I was sure nobody else saw the split second of hesitation he had about entering. Nobody else thought twice about the fact that he walked straight to the bar and ordered two shots of tequila, which he slammed without even a breath in between. But after more than two years together, I knew him well. He was nervous.

  “Never pictured you at a place like this,” he said, as he turned and scanned the other men in the bar.

  “I used to come here,” I told him. “Before Jonathan left me.” My patronage of this bar and my activities with the men Id met here had been a large part of the reason Jon had moved out. In hindsight, I could admit to
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  myself that was half the reason Id done it. I was too much of a coward to end things with him. It had been easier to line up the dominos, but let him be the one to knock them over.

  Angelos sidelong glance at me was wary. “You used to come here with him?” I knew what he was really asking: did I used to do this with him.

  “No,” I said, stepping close to his side so that I could put my arms around him. He didnt turn toward me, but he tilted his head away from me so I could put my lips against his ear. I had to brush his thick black hair out of the way first. It had grown out again, hanging in his eyes as it had when I first met him. “We never did anything together like this,” I said.

  The truth was, it had never occurred to me back then. I hadnt known until much more recently how much of a voyeur I really was.

  New Years Eve, nearly two years before, I had watched Cole and Angelo flirting with each other across Jared and Matts crowded living room. Part of me had known that other men would have been jealous, but I wasnt. Cole was no threat to me. I knew that what Angelo and I shared went far deeper than sex. He was an angel who only landed for me. Letting him fly a bit wouldnt change that.

  Following that realization came the mental image of the two of them together, and I had felt myself grow hard at the thought.

  I knew Jared assumed that Angelo had asked to go with Cole and I had given in, but that wasnt the case. I was the one who suggested it. Telling Angelo it was okay for him to fool around with Cole had been easy. It was waiting in the kitchen for him that had been hard. It wasnt that I regretted allowing it to happen, but I did regret not insisting that I at least be in the room. Wondering exactly what they were doing together had been simultaneously maddening and arousing. When I learned later that evening that there were still things that Angelo reserved for me alone, I felt vindicated. It was all the proof I ever needed that he was mine in every way that really mattered. Still, it was only a quick fuck. After that night, it was all but forgotten by me, and I was pretty sure by Ang as well. It had no bearing on our relationship at all.

  The Vegas trip had changed everything. The first night at the club had been Angelos idea. And his frank statement that he wanted to dance—and I had known as soon as he said it that he meant more than just moving to the music—had sparked the same emotions in me Id felt as I watched him and Cole eyeing each other across a room. I could let him fly a bit. I knew he would always come home. So I stood there, with my exboyfriend at my side, watching Angelo dance. I knew Jon was talking, although I barely heard a word he said. I could only see Angelo. And what I saw was a revelation to me. He was beautiful and wild and completely unashamed. So many men wanted him, and although he encouraged their attentions to some extent, he was always in control.

  Of course, that night had ended badly, but not because of the dancing. I woke the next morning to find him gone, just a note on the bed to tell me hed be back. And as upset as I was at him for what hed said the night before, underneath it was the growing knowledge that more than anything, I wanted to go back to the club. I wanted to watch him with those men.

  The second night at the club had been my idea, and mine alone. Jared and Matt probably assumed that night was Angelos idea, too, but they couldnt have been more wrong.

  It wasnt just about seeing him fool around. It had more to do with control. I knew that before me, Angelo had always had to be in charge of his sexual encounters. He was always the one calling the shots. The fact that when he was with me, he handed me the reins and followed without question was part of what made him mine.

  So I watched him on the dance floor, and I became more and more aroused as the night went on. I watched him control every encounter he had. And then I dragged him into the mens bathroom, and he let go of that control for me. He let me push him into the stall and bend him over in front of me. He let me do something he would never in his life allow another man to do.

  Even now, more than a year and a half later, the thought of that night turned me on more than I could say.

  There had been a subtle change between us after that trip. He trusted me more. That heartbeat of panic that I had occasionally seen in his eyes disappeared. And more and more often, he went to bed with me rather
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  than sleeping in his own room.

  One morning six months later, as I lay in bed watching him dress, I suggested we go to a club again. It was something Id been thinking about a lot, but I was surprised at the hesitation I saw in his eyes.

  “Is that what you want?” hed asked.

  “It seems like it helped,” I said. The fact that he didnt have to ask what I meant by that seemed like proof that I was right. “If being with other guys once in a while—”

  “No!” he said, cutting me off. He climbed onto the bed, straddling me and looking down into my eyes. “You dont get it, Zach. It wasnt dancin with those guys that made me feel better bout us.”

  “It wasnt?”

  “No,” he said, shaking his head. “It was cause you wanted it. It was somethin I could do for you.”

  Right or wrong, that only made me want it more. “So you dont want to do it again?” Id asked, trying not to sound disappointed.

  He gave me his lopsided smile, and I knew he thought I was being a bit dense. “Ill do whatever you want me to do, Zach,” he said. “But dont think you need to do it for me. Ill never touch another man again, if thats what you ask.”

  “And if thats not what I ask?”

  His grin grew, becoming a mischievous smile. “Then Ill do that too.”

  And now, a year later, we were here because Id finally admitted to him that I wanted to watch him do a lot more with another man than dance.

  Angelo ordered a beer, and I sat on the bar stool next to him, waiting. They always came to him. The first one was big, a bear wearing jeans and biker boots and a leather vest with no shirt. Angelo could act tough, but I knew big guys freaked him out. Hed never let a guy like that touch him. The second one was older than me by at least ten years, although not bad looking. That might have worked, but he only wanted to go with us if we went to a motel together. Angelo wouldnt go that far. But as the saying goes, the third ones the charm.
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  He was young. I wouldnt even have believed that he was twentyone, except theyd obviously carded him when he came in the door. He had spiky blonde hair, a tattoo peaking out over the collar of his T-shirt, and ripped jeans with a thick chain that hung from his waist and disappeared into his pocket. He looked like a punk, and I smiled to myself. That was exactly what Id thought of Angelo once upon a time too.

  Angelo hooked his finger into the kids waistband and pulled him close. The kid already had his hands on Angelo, first on his hips, and then moving up his sides, under his shirt. Angelo didnt respond, just talked in the kids ear, too low for me to hear. But the kid nodded, and Angelo smiled over at me.

  “Wheres the back door?” Angelo asked. He wasnt even surprised when I knew the way.

  It was warm for late November in Colorado, which was lucky. There were two other guys in the alley. The narrow area between the buildings was a myriad of shadows, but I could make out enough to know that one was leaning against the wall, his hands gripping the head of the man kneeling before him. I deliberately chose a spot slightly illuminated by the street lamps at the end of the alley. I pushed Angelo gently back against the wall, and he pulled me close to him.

  “This really what you want?” he asked.

  “You dont want to?”

  “Ill do whatever you ask, Zach, but I cant take this back once its done. I need you to be sure.”

  Those words were an aphrodisiac to me, and I moaned, pushing hard against him. “Im sure.” This angel belonged to me. Nobody would ever know him the way I did. They might all want him, but he didnt care. He only cared what I wanted. And at the moment, I wanted nothing more than to see him get off. “I love you,” I told him.

  “You got a pretty fucked up way of showin it.” But I knew by the laughter in his voice that he was teasing.

  I stepped away from him, turning toward the punk. He was only a foot away, watching us, breathing hard. “Ill do either one of you,” he said, his voice thick with arousal.
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  I reached out and grabbed his shirt, pulling him closer to us and turning him toward Angelo. “You only touch him.”

  Angelo pushed down on the kids shoulders, and he went to his knees willingly, whimpering in anticipation. I reached around his head to undo Angelos pants. I heard a zipper, and a moan from the kid at my feet. He had undone his pants and was stroking himself, his eyes wide as he watched me push Angelos boxers out of the way, revealing his erection. I leaned over the kid and kissed Angelo one more time, stroking him for just a moment before letting him go.

  I took a step back, giving the kid room to work, and myself enough space to watch it all. The kid wrapped his free hand around Angelos cock, and Angelo grabbed a handful of his hair, pulling him toward his waiting cock. Angelos eyes locked on mine, and he smiled at me. Then his breath caught, and I knew just by watching his face that the punk had really begun. His lips parted sensuously, and his eyes drifted shut, and he tipped his head backward against the wall. I kept my ears tuned to the sound of Angelos breathing as I watched. I knew it so well by now—the way it became louder at first, and yet somehow slower, too, like he wanted to moan, but couldnt remember how. After that, it sped up as his climax drew near, until he was panting, almost whimpering, although he rarely made a sound. And finally, he would catch his breath and hold it as he came, sometimes forgetting to breathe for so long that I wondered how he managed to remain conscious.

  He was lost in the pleasure now, drifting on that tide of sexual energy as the kid sucked him. I liked watching his face and the way his long, slender fingers tangled into the kids blonde hair. I liked the way the kids arm moved quicker and quicker as he beat himself off to the tempo of his head bobbing against Angelos groin. I was unbelievably turned on, almost painfully so, and trying to decide if I could wait until we got back to the car, or if I wanted to jack off right there while I watched. Angelos voice interrupted my thoughts.

  “Zach,” he said hoarsely, and I looked up into his half closed eyes. “Come here.”

  I moved closer. I leaned awkwardly over the kid at Angelos feet, and heard him groan as my weight pushed against his back. Angelo was already unzipping my jeans. He wrapped one arm around my neck and pulled me close, kissing me hard. His other hand slid into my pants and wrapped around my shaft. He stroked only once—

  And the whole world ceased to exist as I came. I didnt even notice the moment when Angelo quit breathing. I had no idea if the kid at my feet climaxed, too, or not. The release was almost as strong as it had been in that bathroom stall in Vegas so long ago. And it was nothing more than Angelos hand.

  The kid moved from between us, and I pulled Angelo close to me, both of us still shaking a bit and breathing hard. “Kind of kinky, arent you, Zach?” he teased.

  “You can always say no.”

  “I know I can,” he said. “Thats why I dont.”


  HE SLEPT on the ride back to Coda. At home, he followed me into my room and into my bed. He wrapped his arms around me and whispered to me in the dark, “The other way now, Zach.” I loved the thrill of watching him, but when it was all said and done, it always came down to this for him—not a wild fuck, but wanting me to make love to him, slowly and passionately. That was the thing hed never had before me. It was what he craved the most, and I was ever happy to oblige him.


  I kissed him, reveling in the feel of his skin against mine and his arms tight around me. I loved him so much, but even now, I often felt that I was walking on thin ice with him. I was so afraid of losing him. What I wanted more than anything was to marry him, but I had never mentioned it to him. Id thought about it many times, but each time I would flash back to that day in the motel room in Coda, two and a half years before, when the mere mention of living together caused him to have a panic attack. I didnt want that to happen again. So I waited, loving him, hoping that someday hed really, truly be mine.


  For tonight at least, he was, and we proved to each other one more time that we really were absolutely perfect together.


  Matt…


  WHENis a free trip to Paris not worth the trouble? I know what youre thinking: when its actually a scam to sell you a time share. That might have been bad….


  But this was worse.

  It was early Sunday morning when the phone rang. Jared of course was still sound asleep. I wondered who could possibly be calling before seven a.m. Angelo was the only other person I knew who made a habit of waking up as early as I did, but he would have called my cell, not our landline. It seemed like it could only be bad news, and I debated not answering it at all.

  I should really learn to trust my instincts.

  “Hello?”

  “Well hello, lovey. How are you this morning?”

  The voice was light. Feminine. Mocking. And just hearing it caused my hackles to rise.

  Of course it was Cole.

  “Im fine,” I said through clenched teeth.

  “Im so glad to hear that, sweetie.”

  “My name is Matt.”

  “I know. Is Jared available?”

  I fought back my irritation at him. It was a knee-jerk reaction I had to everything he did. And everything he said. And everything in the world that reminded me of him. It was completely unjustified, I knew. It wasnt his fault he had met Jared years before me. It wasnt his fault he had shared Jareds bed more times than I cared to think about.

  Or was it?

  “Hes sleeping,” I said. The stupid thing was, I knew Jared would want to talk to him. He would want me to wake him up. But I hated to do anything for Cole.

  “Thats too bad. If you could just give him a message, sweetie—”

  “Its Matt!”

  “It actually concerns you and Zach and Angelo as well, so it would be terribly helpful if you could just pass the info on to all of them. Jon and I have decided to get married.”

  “Really?”

  “Well, its not legally a marriage since the state wont recognize it, but just a little commitment ceremony. Symbolic really—”

  I interrupted him to say, “Im really happy for you,” because I knew that I should be happy for him. Even though I wasnt. Not really. “Ill let Jared know—”

  “Honey, you havent let me tell you the good part!” Oh shit. Anything Cole thought was good was bound to piss me off. “Ive decided to fly all four of you out here for the wedding—”

  “What?”

  “Because we dont have any family at all you know, except George, and it seemed silly to have a ceremony where he was the only guest. So we talked about it, and we decided that the four of you just have to come. Its the first weekend in February, and Ive already reserved the rooms—”

  “I cant just drop everything and fly to Phoenix at the drop of a hat!”

  “Oh, honey, its not in Phoenix! Were doing it in Paris of course—”

  “What?”

  “And you might think the City of Love would be more open-minded about gay marriage. Honey, theyre not, but weve decided to do it there anyway. I was going to book the flights for you—”

  “Wait a minute!”

  “But then I realized I dont even know your last name, or Angelos for that matter, so—”

  “Stop!”

  “If you could just ask Jared to e-mail that information to me, I would really appreciate it, sweetie. And then well get the tickets reserved, and everything will be all set. Now I know Zach might think its odd, coming to see Jonathan get married, but just tell him—”

  “Im not telling him anything!”

  “That its all water under the bridge and wed really love for him to come. Listen honey—”

  “No, you listen—”

  “Im on the plane, and the stewardess is just glaring daggers at me. I have to turn my phone off now.”

  “Wait!”

  “Ill be waiting for Jareds e-mail. Bye!”

  “Cole? Cole?” But the line was already dead. I resisted the urge to throw my phone across the room. I settled for calling Jareds ex-fuckbuddy every bad name I could think of—and thanks to Angelo, that list had grown significantly over the past couple of years.

  Technology had failed me. We could put a man on the moon and make computers that fit in my back pocket, but I still couldnt strangle anybody via telephone. Life really was a bitch.


  “WE CANT not go,” Jared said to me later that morning as he poured


  himself a cup of coffee. Once he had gotten over being pissed at me for not waking him up. “Coles my oldest friend in the world—” “I know!”

  “And its a free trip to Paris! How can we turn that down?”

  “I dont want anything from him!”

  “Matt,” he said, smiling indulgently at me, and the tone of his voice was the same tone Lizzy used with little James when he was throwing a fit on the floor. The tone that said, “Lets all be reasonable now.” Shit. How was it that Cole could cause me this much trouble when he wasnt even in the same goddamn country? “This isnt about Cole and me. This is about Cole and Jon.”
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  “I dont like Jon any more than I like Cole! I hope the two of them spend the rest of their lives making each other miserable!”

  “Matt, dont be an ass—”

  “Why should I have to go?”

  He put his coffee down and looked down at the floor. Whether he was angry or annoyed or disappointed, I wasnt sure, but when he looked up, there was no smile on his face. That in itself was significant. Jared smiled at everything. He sighed and came to stand in front of me. He looked up at me, and his blue eyes met mine.

  I knew right then I was going to lose.

  “You know I love you,” he said quietly.

  “Yes.” I never doubted that.

  “You know I never loved him. Not like this.”

  I knew that, too, when I thought about it rationally rather than letting my emotions take over. “That has nothing to do with it,” I said defensively.

  “Doesnt it?”

  Shit. He knew me so well. He didnt even bother to wait for me to answer.

  “Cole was happy for us, Matt. Is it too much to ask for you to do the same for him?”

  He was right. Of course he was right. I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate on being reasonable. Making him choose between Cole and me was childish—he had already made the choice, years before. I needed to stop making this about Cole and start making it about Jared. This was what he wanted, and who could blame him? A free trip to Paris to help celebrate the marriage of a friend he had known for nearly fifteen years— it was something only a fool would turn down. It would be selfish of me to keep him from it.

  I also had Zach and Angelo to consider. I knew they would never be able to afford a vacation like this on their own. I also knew that Ang would be absolutely ecstatic. Zach probably less so, understandably, but hed do anything to make Angelo happy.
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  It wasnt as if I had to go. They could go without me. But did I really want to stay home alone out of spite while my partner and my best friend went to Paris?

  Definitely not.

  I made myself let go of the jealousy that gripped me every time I thought of Cole. I knew it wouldnt last, but for the moment, it was enough. I opened my eyes again and looked down at Jareds hopeful face. Jesus, I loved him so much. It was foolish of me to ever think that I could deny him anything. “Okay,” I said, and he smiled. “Ill go.”

  “Itll be fun, Matt,” he said. “Youll see.”

  I wished that I could believe him.


  [image: ]


  Zach…


  I SLEPT in late the following Sunday morning, as usual. Angelo and I had Sundays off, and I often let myself skip my morning run on Sundays as well. It was almost ten when I dragged myself out of bed. Angelo had been up for hours of course, but he wasnt in the living room. Our computer was set up in what was supposed to be the dining room, and I had to pass through it on my way to the kitchen to get my morning cup of coffee. Angelo was at the desk, and as soon as I rounded the corner, he closed the browser, looking up at me with guilty embarrassment.


  “Whats up?” I asked him.

  “Nothin,” he said, but he wouldnt look at me when he said it. “It didnt look like „nothing.”

  “Well, it was,” he said, getting up and pushing past me. His obvious lie made me curious. Looking at porn was the obvious


  answer, but I didnt think he would have felt the need to hide that from me. And yet, I honestly couldnt think of anything else. I caught his hand so that he stopped and turned around to face me. “Everything all right?” I asked.


  This time he met my eyes, smiling. “Course, Zach,” he said. His smile turned flirtatious, and he tugged on my hand. “Come take a shower with me and Ill prove it.”


  Who was I to argue?


  ON MONDAYS, Angelo worked the store alone. On Tuesdays, I did. The arrangement gave us each a break from the store, and a break from each other, once a week. It helped keep the peace both at work and at home.


  He had just left for the day on Monday when Jared called to tell me that Jon and Cole were getting married, and that we were all invited to Paris for the wedding. He said Cole had called the day before, but the message hed received through Matt wasnt very helpful, and hed wanted to confirm everything with Cole before calling Angelo and me.


  I had mixed feelings about the news. On one hand, Jonathan was a part of my past, and I hated to be reminded of him at all. I was annoyed that he was intruding on my new life by inviting me to watch him marry somebody else. Was I jealous that Cole was getting what I had wanted so long ago? Maybe a tiny bit. But more than anything, I was jealous that they were getting what I wanted with Angelo. Angelo and I had been a couple far longer than they had. It seemed unfair that they got to take this step before we did. I wondered if it would ever be our turn.


  “I didnt realize their relationship was serious,” I said to Jared. “That was a year and a half ago.” Which was true. It had been a few months after our return from Vegas when Jared told me Jon and Cole were seeing each other, and I had snapped at him that I didnt give a shit and


  didnt want to hear any more about it. He had apparently taken me at my word.


  “It doesnt matter anyway,” I said. “We cant afford to go to Paris, even if he does pay the airfare.”

  “You dont understand,” Jared said. “Hes paying for the whole thing—airfare, hotel, expenses. About the only thing well have to pay for is parking at the airport while were gone.”

  “Are you serious?”

  “Hes loaded,” Jared said. “I think he has more money than God.”

  It was too much to take in. Id never even spoken to Cole. My sole interaction with him had been watching him lead my boyfriend into the bedroom two years before. And Jonathan? Hed made it very clear when we ran into him in Vegas that he wanted me back. It had surprised me, the way he seemed to remember our relationship with fondness. I remembered the bad more than the good. I suspected neither of us remembered it accurately.

  “I understand why he invited you and Matt, but why us?”

  “I asked him that, too, and I think its basically because they dont have anybody else. He said somebody named George would be there—”

  “Thats Jons father,” I said, wondering why they hadnt mentioned his mother, Carol. There was certainly no love lost between George and I. I didnt want to see him any more than I wanted to see Jon.

  “Other than him, itll just be us.”

  Fucking fabulous. That made it even worse. If it had been a big wedding, I could legitimately have dodged Jon and his father for most of the trip. But if it was really going to be just the six of us, plus George, Id have no way of avoiding them.

  “Zach?” Jared asked, and I realized Id been silent far too long. “You guys are coming, right?”

  It seemed insane to turn down a free trip to Paris, but I had no desire whatsoever to go. It had been bad enough seeing Jon in Vegas. I couldnt think of any good reason to intentionally subject myself to that a second time. I would have been perfectly happy to never see him again. Instead Id be flying halfway around the world just to watch him marry another man? A man who Id let fuck Angelo?

  I wondered if Jon knew about that. He and Ang had parted on friendly terms, but I had a feeling Jon wouldnt be amused if he found out what had occurred between my boyfriend and his soon-to-be husband.

  And then there was Matt and Jared. Matt could barely stand to be in the same room as Cole, and he didnt exactly like Jonathan either. Between Matts jealousy and Angelos temper, wed be lucky to get through the trip without anybody being punched. And the chances of it being one of the grooms on the receiving end were astronomically high. Any way you looked at it, it was a terrible idea, and I opened my mouth to say so.

  But then I thought of Angelo.

  Angelo, who until me hadnt even been out of Colorado except for once as a child when his foster family took him to Yellowstone. In the last two years wed been to Vegas, and Oregon, and to Chicago to meet my family (a trip that wasnt nearly as enjoyable for him as it should have been because he was so damn nervous the entire time). If we were lucky, wed be able to afford a road trip this year—maybe to the Grand Canyon or Lake McConaughy. If we saved for a couple of years, we might be able to go to New York or Florida. But we would never, ever be able to afford Paris.

  I didnt even need to ask him. I knew he would want to go. And I had never been able to deny him anything.

  “Yeah,” I said. “Were going.”

  But I couldnt shake the feeling that Id end up regretting it.


  I MAYnot have been thrilled about having to face Jon again, but once Id decided we were going, I was childishly excited about getting to tell Angelo.


  I was making dinner when he came home. It was snowing outside, and he was still shaking the snowflakes out of his thick black hair when he walked into the kitchen.


  “Hey,” I said as he pulled a bottle of Dr Pepper out of the fridge. “Did you know Jon and Cole have been seeing each other?”

  He closed the refrigerator and turned to regard me with a wary expression. “Matt told me.”

  “Theyre getting married.”

  He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at me through his hair. “So what?”

  “You dont find that interesting?”

  “No. Why should I?”

  I didnt believe him. It wasnt that he didnt care. It was that he was annoyed that I might.

  “Weve been invited to the wedding.”

  That actually elicited a scowl, and I had to turn away so he couldnt see what a hard time I was having keeping a straight face. “You sayin you want to go?”

  “Dont you?”
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  “Hell no!”

  “Okay,” I said. “Ill tell Matt and Jared that they can go to Paris without us.”

  The only response was a stunned silence, and I finally turned to smile at him. “Do you want to reconsider?” I asked.

  “The weddings in Paris?”

  “Yep.”

  His dark eyes were huge, and I could see so much in them. He was excited, almost giddy. I could see it bubbling up in him, but he was trying to stay calm and not get his hopes up. “Can we afford Paris?”

  “No,” I said, “but it doesnt matter. Coles footing the bill.”

  He grabbed my shirt and pushed me back against the countertop, almost as if he was going to kiss me, but he stopped short, looking into my eyes. “Are you serious?”

  “Would I lie about something like this?”

  “No.”

  “Do you think Id make it up just to tease you?”

  “No.”

  “Yes.”

  He backed up a step. “Yes what?” he asked.

  I could hardly keep from laughing that Id finally managed to turn the tables on him with his own backward form of communication. “Yes,” I said, “Im absolutely serious. Cole offered to fly us all to Paris.”

  “Oh my God!” But then he stopped himself. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, and when he opened them again, he had his excitement contained, bottled up inside while he tried to be rational. He stepped closer to me again and looked up into my eyes.

  “You want to see Jon again?”

  “No,” I said, and I could tell it was the answer he was expecting.

  “Youd rather not go.”

  “If it were just me, then yes, but for you, I will.”

  His enthusiasm was starting to leak through again, but he kept it in
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  check. “Well be okay, right?” he asked. “You and me? Seein him again wont hurt us, right?”

  “Seeing Jon cant change the way I feel about you.”

  “Are you sure?”

  I took his hand and turned it over to kiss his palm. “Im positive.”

  His expression was so full of hope, I thought it was a good thing I hadnt tried to say no. He put his hand against my cheek and looked into my eyes. “Tell me what you want to do.”

  All I had to do was tell him the truth. I brushed his hair out of his eyes and said, “I want to do whatever will make you happy.”

  He smiled at me, the huge, excited smile of a child who woke up from his nap to find himself at Disneyland. “I want to see Paris.”

  “Okay,” I said as I leaned down to kiss him. “Then you will.”


  THE eight weeks leading up to the trip passed quickly. We had to scramble to get our passports, and when they finally came, Angelo looked at his with a mixture of awe and excitement that made me glad Id agreed to go. Even if it meant facing Jon.


  We went to Boulder the week before Christmas because I hadnt yet purchased a single gift. Angelo had already done most of his shopping online, so he spent the entire afternoon in a used book store while I shopped. He emerged at the end of the day with a plastic grocery bag stuffed full.


  “Look what I bought,” he said to me as we were driving home. He held out a book for me to see. It had a ridiculously outdated black cover. The title, which was printed in hot pink and neon orange bubble letters, said, Paris A to Z.


  “Is that a guidebook?”


  


  “Yeah. I found it in the travel section,” he said, and I thought it was funny that he was apparently quite proud of it.


  


  “How old is it?”
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  Zach. Came out the same year you were born.”

  “Smartass.”

  “You asked.”

  “What goods that going to be?” I asked. “Shouldnt you buy a new


  one?”

  “What, you think they moved the Eiffel Tower since then or

  somethin? Maybe the Louvre went outta business?”

  I still thought it was silly to rely on such an old book, but I didnt

  want to do anything to dampen his enthusiasm.

  Over the next few weeks, that outdated guidebook became his bible.

  He studied it intently, marking pages and memorizing sections, almost as


  if he expected to be quizzed on it later. He read descriptions to me of at least a dozen churches.


  


  “Which one do you want to see most?” he asked.


  The truth was, I couldnt have cared less. “Whichever one you want to see most,” I told him. And that was the truth.

  Matts birthday was in January, and he received the best present he could have asked for—an AFC Championship for his Kansas City Chiefs. His excitement was tainted though by the fact that Jon and Coles wedding was scheduled for the same day as the Super Bowl. Wed be leaving on the Tuesday before it, and coming home the following Wednesday, with the ceremony taking place on Super Bowl Sunday.

  “You mean my team finally makes it through the playoffs, and Im going to miss the damn Super Bowl?” Matt asked in outrage.

  Jared wasnt very sympathetic. Had it been the Broncos going to the Super Bowl, I knew he would have been just as upset. But since it was Matts team, Jared seemed to delight in being glib over Matts misery. “Im sure you can find a place to watch it,” he said.

  “In Paris?”

  “Well record it and watch it when we get home,” Jared suggested, and then laughed when Matt stormed out of the room without answering him.

  For myself, the weeks were full of uncertainty. I felt as if I was carrying an extra weight around inside my chest, and it seemed to get heavier every time I thought of having to face Jon.

  I didnt want to see him again. That was what it all boiled down to.

  My relationship with Jon had started out as many relationships do, in a state of sheer happiness. We were in college. We were each others strength when we came out to our families. We adored each other. We supported each other. It had been perfect.

  But after graduation, everything changed. We moved to Arvada together, and adopted Geisha. We talked about marriage and a honeymoon trip to tour the Sonoma vineyards. I found the job at A to Z, and settled into what I thought would be a fun year for us.

  It wasnt.

  Although he never said it out loud, I knew Jon felt his homosexuality made him a disappointment to his parents, and he seemed to believe he could make up for it by throwing himself into his career. That would have been fine, if only he could have accepted that I had no desire to do the same. I knew from day one that he hated me working at the video store. He wanted me to do more. To be more. As the weeks turned into months, it became increasingly clear that our goals were different. And more importantly, my lack of goals embarrassed him. He was ashamed of me.

  It had been unbelievably painful to realize that Id never be good enough for him. It made me angry and resentful, but I was stupidly passive-aggressive, and rather than confront him with it, Id embarked on a self-destructive quest to prove to him that Id never be the man he wanted me to be. He had hurt me, and I wanted to hurt him in return. Id been downright cruel in my need to drive him away.

  Seeing him in Vegas had been a shock. I was pretty sure Angelo had no idea how hard it had been for me. What had surfaced wasnt just anger because hed hurt me. It wasnt just pain because Id lost him. What I felt, more than anything, was guilt because I knew Id broken his heart. And the worst part was, Id done it on purpose.

  I hadnt been able to express any of that in Vegas. My sole concern in Vegas had been Angelo. Wed only been together for a few short months, and he was still so unsure, and so fragile. A quick fuck with Cole hadnt been a threat to us, but having to face my ex definitely was. Angelo had been extremely jealous of my past to begin with. Having to face it head-on was almost more than he could handle. So Id buried my pain, and my guilt, and instead Id latched on to my anger. Jons condescension toward Angelo, and his assumption that he was somehow the better of them had only helped fuel my rage, and I reveled in it, brandishing it, using it as both a shield and a sword in an attempt to prevent Jonathan from ruining the fragile life I was trying to build with Angelo. And it had worked.

  The question was, could I do it again now? And would I need to?

  I might have felt better about it if it wasnt for the fact that I was suddenly more worried about my relationship with Angelo than I had been in a very long time. Although on the surface nothing had changed, doubts had begun to plague me. Several times Id walked in to find him on the computer, only to have him quickly close the window. Every time, he said it was nothing, but it was obvious he was keeping some kind of secret from me.

  “You know you can tell me anything, right?” I asked the third time it happened.

  “I know.”

  “But you wont.” It wasnt even a question.

  “No.”

  “Is it something you think will make me mad?”

  “No.”

  “Should I be worried? Have you met somebody else?”

  “Its nothin like that.”

  “But you still dont want to tell me?”

  His eyes closed for a minute while he thought about that, but then he opened them and said, “I will, Zach. I promise. Eventually.”

  “But not yet?”

  His cheeks turned red, but he didnt look away. “Not yet.”

  I dropped it, not because I didnt care, but because I knew it would do me no good to push him. I told myself to be patient—he would tell me when he was ready.

  And yet, I couldnt stop dread from growing in my chest.

  I began to contemplate all of the things he could be doing online. The most obvious was porn. But once again, I could see no reason he would feel compelled to hide that from me. The second most obvious, despite his denial, was that he had met somebody online and was having a cyber-relationship. It seemed unlikely to me, given Angelos distrust of all people in general. And yet, it wasnt an impossibility.

  I wracked my brain for other things he might be doing.

  It had been nearly three years since Id first hired Angelo to work at A to Z. And if I thought hed worked a lot back in Arvada, it was nothing compared to the hours he put in now. Maybe he was tired of it. Maybe he was looking for a new job, but was afraid to tell me.

  Hot on the tail of those thoughts came a more disturbing thought: maybe he was looking for a new place to live. Maybe he was planning on leaving me, but just hadnt found a place to go yet.

  I knew I was probably being ridiculous, but I couldnt stop myself from wondering. It might have helped if Id been able to talk to somebody about it, but I didnt know who. I suspected Matt didnt know any more than I did, and if he did, he wouldnt tell me. I didnt feel I could talk to Jared about it. He and Angelo had mended fences after our Vegas trip. Still, I knew that Jared often thought that Angelo was immature. He never could understand that Angelos behavior with me had nothing to do with his physical age and everything in the world to do with his complete lack of experience in relationships. Regardless, I didnt want to give him any new reason to think less of the man I loved.

  It ended up being Lizzy I talked to. It wasnt that Lizzy and I were particularly close, but she helped out at the shop several hours each week, along with Jareds and Matts mothers, and we would make small talk.

  “Zach,” she said one day as she came into A to Z, “can I use the computer in your office to check my e-mail?”

  “Help yourself.”

  “Our computers down right now. Its driving me crazy. I normally play around online while James naps. I havent known what to do with myself the last few days.”

  She tossed her purse under the counter and headed for the door to the back room. “Lizzy,” I said, “what do you do online? Besides check email?”

  She stopped in the doorway and turned around to look at me, pushing her wavy blonde hair out of her face. “Lots of things. I check the balance on my checking account, or the weather. I look at Twitter or Facebook, or I shop.” She shrugged. “Why do you ask?”

  I felt a little bit ridiculous, but it had been weighing so heavily on my mind. I found the words tumbling out of me all in a rush. “Angelos been online a lot lately, and I dont think hes just checking e-mail. And I dont think hes having an affair or anything like that. But hes being secretive about it, and I just cant figure out what he could be doing.” I stopped, and felt my cheeks turning red. I didnt blush often, but I was definitely doing it now.

  She leaned against the doorframe and grinned playfully at me. “Zach, what do all men do online?” She moved her fist in front of her groin in the classic jerking-off pantomime, and I laughed.

  “I thought of that,” I said, “but I dont think thats it.”

  “What about Facebook?” she asked. “Its easy to get sucked in there. Finding old friends, playing games, taking quizzes.” Although I rarely spent time on the computer (except in the pursuit of that which Lizzy had just alluded to) I did know what Facebook was.

  “Maybe,” I said, skeptical.

  “Think about it, Zach,” she said. She was obviously warming to her idea. “Its exactly the type of mundane social moré that Angelo would make fun of. Hed never admit to it. But hes probably just catching up with old classmates.”

  “Hes a dropout.”

  “That doesnt matter. Ive had people friend me on there who I havent seen since grade school. And people I used to work with too.” She shrugged. “I bet hes just getting in touch with people he knew back in Denver, and he doesnt want you to laugh at him.”
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  She seemed pretty sure of her opinion, and I knew better than to try to argue with her. “Im sure youre right,” I said. Although I wasnt sure at all.


  THE last few nights leading up to our trip were a blur. We had to make sure the store was covered for the week we were in Paris. We had to pack. We had to make arrangements for Geisha. I made haphazard lists on receipts and napkins, which Angelo invariably threw away.


  The night before we left, I had ridiculous, frantic dreams: leaving only to find out that Id left the store locked with the keys inside so nobody could get in, and running around an unknown hotel in France while Cole complained about the bill. At two in the morning, I woke with a start. Angelo slept peacefully next to me.


  I lay awake for close to two hours, and when finally I slept, it was only to return to that insane dreamland. Jon and Coles ceremony was about to start, and in the way of all dreams, I couldnt find my pants. I begged Angelo to stay in the room with me, and he said that I needed to hurry. Everybody was waiting on me. To top it off, I really needed to pee. The door to every stall in our hotel room (yes, our hotel room had stalls, as well as a snack bar) was locked, and I couldnt very well use the plant in the corner because somehow everyone would know, and Angelo was yelling at me—


  “Wake up, Zach!”


  My eyes didnt open, but I rose up, out of the hotel room with stalls where I wore no pants. I connected to my body, which was also without pants and very much in my bed. And I really did have to pee.


  “Go away,” I said. Or tried to say. I didnt think it came out that way.

  “Get up!” I felt the bed shift as Angelo crawled onto it, and then he was pushing me, shaking me, practically jumping on me. “Wake the fuck up!”

  “No.” I tried to grab him and pull him close to me. We still made love in the morning more often than not, and I was already anticipating the
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  feel of having him underneath me and the pleasure of sliding into him as he arched against me.

  “No time for that,” he said, like he could read my mind—at this point, he probably could—and then his weight was gone, and the cool air hit my flesh as he yanked the comforter off of the bed. “Matt and Jared are gonna be here in less than fifteen minutes, Zach. Unless you want us to drag your ass to the airport in your underwear you better get dressed.”

  I rolled over onto my back and cracked my eyes open. I glanced at the clock on the bedside table. And then I sat straight up in bed, suddenly wide awake. “Its already seven oclock? Why didnt you wake me up earlier?” I asked.

  “I tried!”

  “When?”

  “Twice now. You said you were gettin up—”

  I was out of bed now, trying to find some clean pants, trying not to be irritated. “You could have tried harder—”

  “Fuck, Zach! Why the hells it my fuckin problem anyway? How fuckin old are you? You cant set the goddamn alarm clock yourself? Dont bitch at me bout it, man. I been tellin you to get up for the last two fuckin hours—”

  Of course he was right, but it didnt stop me from being annoyed. Id had too little sleep, and I was facing a ridiculously long day of travel with an estranged ex waiting for me like the grim reaper at the end of it. And I still had to pee.

  The phone rang—probably Matt or Jared calling to say they were on their way. It was a relief because it meant Angelo quit throwing F-bombs at me long enough to go answer it. And I finally got to go to the bathroom.

  A few minutes later I was dressed and tucking the last of my toiletries into my suitcase. The good news was, our bags were mostly packed. In addition to our suitcase, we had one carry-on with some puzzle books for me, a book and Paris A to Z for Angelo, plus both mp3 players. One of which was dead.

  “Did you grab a charger?” I asked Angelo, who was still annoyed enough that he wouldnt look at me.
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  “No. Didnt know that was my fuckin problem too.”

  Shit. Ten minutes from now hed have forgotten all about it, but until then, hed be completely unbearable. “Can you tell me where it is?”

  “In the second bedroom.”

  “Can you get it?”

  “Why the fuck cant you get it?”

  “Because Im not allowed in your room, remember?”

  His head snapped up to look at me. He looked puzzled. I was expecting him to snap back. We rarely argued like this, but when we did, we tended to not pull our punches. But this time, he just stared at me, completely mute. Then he walked over to me. He took my hand in his and led me to the closed door of his room. He opened it and led me in.

  I hadnt been past the doorway since wed moved his furniture in more than two years before. There wasnt much in the room. A dresser where he still kept his clothes. The twin-size bed was made, but I knew it hadnt been slept in for weeks. Months. Maybe, I realized at that moment, as much as a year. It was covered with books and laundry and boxed puzzles wed worked over the last few months.

  He grabbed the charger off of his dresser and pressed it into my hand, stepping up close to me and looking up into my eyes. “Hasnt been my room in a long time,” he said quietly. “I thought you knew that.”

  It was such a tiny thing, and yet it touched me. Hed kept himself apart from me at first, and Id accepted his rules, even when they broke my heart. For nearly two and a half years now, Id loved him, and lived with him. Id worked with him and cooked for him and made a home for him. And all that time, I hadnt quite realized that all the barriers were coming down.

  I brushed his hair out of his eyes. “Thank you,” I said.

  “Dont thank me yet, Zach,” he said, grinning up at me. He put his arms around my neck, pulling me down as he stood on his toes to meet me. His lips were soft but insistent against my own. His thin body pushed against mine. “Ive had this bed six years now,” he said, “and it never has been used properly.” I knew hed never let a man into his apartment back in Arvada, let alone into his bed. Just the thought of what he was suggesting made me moan, and he laughed, grinding harder against me. “Think we have enough time?” he asked.

  But before I could even answer, Matt pounded on the door—and of course we could always tell it was him because anybody else wouldve just rung the damn bell—and I sighed. Matt didnt bother waiting for us to answer. We heard the door open, and he yelled out, “You two ready to go?”

  “Sure are,” Angelo said, although only loud enough for me to hear, and the glint in his eyes told me he meant something very different than Matt did. But he kissed me quickly on the chin and let me go. He turned and walked out, leaving me standing alone in his room.

  Except it wasnt his room anymore.


  THERE were apparently no direct flights from Denver to Paris. Between the layover and the twelve-hour flight and the time change, wed arrive in Paris around nine-thirty the following morning. Twelve hours on a plane would normally have been hell, but it turned out Cole had booked us all in first class.


  “I cant believe this!” Angelo said. “Must have cost him a fortune!” “He can afford it,” Jared said.

  Matt, being so tall, was especially happy to have the extra leg room.


  Hed lightened up a lot about the whole Super Bowl thing, but I could tell he was still apprehensive about facing the man whod spent so many nights in Jareds bed. It was a feeling I could relate to well. The thought of seeing Jon again had my stomach in knots. I felt I could have faced him on my own, but the idea of dealing with him and Angelo together was enough to make me sick. I felt like Id barely eaten in weeks.


  I turned to look at Angelo, sitting next to me, reading. His long black hair hid his face from me, and I resisted the urge to reach out and brush it aside. He didnt look at me, but he seemed to sense my eyes on him. He reached over and put his hand on mine, squeezing my fingers briefly before letting go to turn the page.


  The two years since Vegas had changed us. More importantly, theyd changed him. He was stronger now, and far more secure in our relationship than he had been back then. Still, I wasnt sure what to expect once we got to Paris. In Vegas, wed only had to see Jon once, at dinner, and then those few minutes the next day when he showed up to apologize. In Paris, wed be spending a week with him. I hoped Angelo would handle it better than last time.


  I hoped I would as well.


  “Matt, look at this,” Angelo suddenly said, handing his book across the aisle to Matt. “Its about your amazed moments! This guy had em too!”


  Matt looked down at the page, and his eyes widened in surprise. He flipped the book closed to look at the cover, and then looked over at Angelo, one eyebrow up. “Youre reading poetry?”


  “Yeah. So what?” Ang asked, although he didnt look as confident about it as he sounded.

  “Its poetry!”

  Angelo sighed. “I know, man, but see, a few weeks ago, I was in that used book store in Boulder, and the guy had all his poetry books on sale for a dollar cause he said no one buys em—”

  “Theres a reason for that you know,” Matt said, but Ang ignored him.

  “And I never read any poetry before, so I thought, why the fuck not? So I asked the guy which one I should buy, cause I didnt want it to be too hard to understand, and he said this one.” He was talking faster now, and his cheeks were turning red. He and Matt were like brothers—they liked more than anything to give each other a hard time. But on some level, I knew Angelo longed for Matts approval too. “Just read the fuckin poem, Matt.”

  Matt looked skeptical, but he opened the book to where his finger had marked the page. It must not have been very long because it only took him a minute to read it. He looked over at Angelo in confusion. “Youre saying Jareds a wild rose?”

  “Im sayin hes your wild rose.”

  Matt shook his head. “Angelo,” he said as he handed the book back across the aisle, “as soon as we get to Paris, Im buying you some porn.”

  Angelo laughed as he took the book back. “As long as theres no chicks in it this time.”

  “Amen to that,” Jared said from the other side of Matt.

  I was as surprised as Matt to learn what Angelo was reading. And yet, it didnt surprise me a bit that he would decide to try something, simply because he never had before. “Do you like the poetry?” I asked him.

  He shrugged. “Some of it, I guess. I mean, some of it I still dont get. And this guy writes a lot bout God, so I dont like those so much. Theres some bout farmers, and theyre kinda lame. But Im startin to see why people dig it, too, cause sometimes you find ones that say things that maybe you want to say but cant, you know? Like, they say what your hearts thinkin.”

  “Like the poem about Matts amazed moments?”

  He nodded. “I found our poem, too, Zach.” He was blushing again, and I could see that look in his eyes asking me not to laugh at him. “Wanna see it?”

  “Of course.”

  He flipped to a page he had dog-eared and handed me the book. It was a poem called “The Country of Marriage.” I tried not to look dismayed at how long it was, and like he was reading my mind, Angelo said, “Not the whole thing. Just the part I marked.” He pointed to the fifth stanza, where he had highlighted the first several lines. “Thats what I would say to you, Zach,” he said quietly. “If I knew how.”

  The first few lines made no sense to me—something about funds and being in the dark—but the part in the middle was clear. “„You are the known place to which the unknown is always leading me back,” I read, looking up at him. “She was his north too.”

  I could see that he was relieved, both that I hadnt laughed and that I understood. “That parts you,” he said. “This part at the end is me, see? „I possess nothing worthy to give you.” He shrugged. “Theres only me.”

  He said it as if it was an insufficient offering. I could not have disagreed more. I put down the book and took his hand, turning it over so I
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  could kiss his palm. “Angel,” I told him, “youre all I ever wanted anyway.”


  IF THERE was anything magical about Paris, it sure wasnt evident in the airport. Underneath the warm smell of fresh-baked bread was the unmistakable odor of urine and stale smoke. After the recycled air on the plane, it was a bit overwhelming, and whatever appetite Id had was suddenly gone.


  Cole had a car waiting for us, and Angelo wasnt the only one staring out the window with wide eyes as we made our way to the hotel, which turned out to be located in a wide open plaza that Angelo told me was called the Place Vendôme.


  The hotel lobby was spacious, with dark wood counters and chairs upholstered in deep green velvet. There was marble everywhere, in every shade imaginable—white, green, gold, brown, and gray—including a huge mosaic on the floor. I could tell as soon as we walked through the door that it was probably unbelievably expensive.


  Matt, Jared, and Angelo were still outside dealing with bellboys and our bags. I went to the front desk to check in. It turned out I didnt need to do much but give them my name and pick up my key. “Mr. Davenport is on his way down to greet you,” the girl behind the desk told me. And sure enough, Cole arrived only a moment later.


  He reminded me of Angelo in some ways. He was a bit taller, but with the same slim build. His skin was just a shade or two lighter than Angelos. And just like Ang, his hair seemed to hang in his eyes about half the time; although in his case, it seemed to have been cut that way on purpose. “Hello, Zach,” he said, taking my hand between his and looking up at me. “Weve really never met before, have we?”


  “Not really, no.”

  “Im pleased that you came.”

  “Thank you for having us,” I said, although it seemed like an


  incredibly weak sentiment considering what hed done for us—flying us all the way to Paris and paying for a hotel that was obviously ridiculously [image: ][image: ]expensive.


  His soft hands were still holding mine, and his gaze was cautious but friendly. “I hope things wont be awkward between us.”

  “Why would they be?” I asked.

  He was taken aback by that, I could tell, and his eyebrows went up in surprise. “My goodness, lovey. I cant tell if youre being sarcastic or if you actually mean that.” I couldnt blame him for being unsure. After all, he was marrying my ex and had screwed around with my current boyfriend.

  “It wasnt sarcasm,” I assured him. “I have no hard feelings about Jon, or about Angelo.”

  He ducked his head a little, so that his hair blocked his eyes from me. It reminded me of Angelo, although when Ang did it, it was incidental. With Cole, it seemed deliberate. “I hope youre not worried about it happening again?”

  I couldnt help but smile. “Youll cross Jons lines long before Angelo crosses mine.”

  “You sound pretty sure about that.”

  “I am.”

  He flipped his hair out of the way again and regarded me appraisingly. “Youre different than I expected. Jonny said you were easygoing, but given how uptight he is, that might have meant nothing more than that you actually know the purpose of a snooze button.”

  I should have laughed at that, but I couldnt quite manage it. “I hate to think what Jon must have told you.”

  He shook his head. “He never said much. Although, he did imply youd rather drive nails through your eyes than see him again.”

  “He wasnt far off.”

  “Were things so bad with him?”

  “No,” I said, shaking my head. The truth was, wed had a lot of good times. But when I looked back, I found they were hard to remember. I could barely see them through the lies and the arguments that had plagued the last few months of our relationship. “It just didnt end well.”
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  “So much so that you would have preferred to stay home?” “Yes.”

  “Then why did you come?” There was no challenge in his question. He genuinely wanted to know.

  “For Angelo.” And it seemed like as good a time as any to say what I wanted to say. “I want to thank you for giving him this. I want you to know how much it means to him. Hell never be able to tell you on his own. Hes only been out of Colorado a few times, and now, getting to come here, it means more to him than I can say.”

  “You love him very much.”

  The statement caught me off guard, but I said, “Of course.”

  “Jonny said youd only come for Angelo.” He smiled at me conspiratorially. “I may not tell him, though. I hate it when hes right.”

  “I dont blame you. Hes unbearable when he gloats,” I said, and he laughed. “He must have changed more than I thought. He used to hate being called Jonny.”

  “I assure you, honey,” he said, winking at me, “he still does.”

  That made me laugh, and any tension I might have felt over meeting him melted away. I could see suddenly why he was the perfect match for Jon—unlike me, he was strong enough to be himself, no matter what. He smiled at me, and I felt like we had somehow reached a silent understanding. He squeezed my hand. “I think I like you, Zach,” he said, as he finally let me go. “And that might annoy Jonny enough to make you and I both happy.”

  He looked over my shoulder then, and his smile went from genuine to something a bit too bright. “Well hello, buttercup,” he said, and I turned to find Matt standing behind me, looking slightly amused. And slightly annoyed.

  “Listen, Vanderbilt—”

  “I thought it was Davenport,” I said.

  “I prefer Fenton, actually,” Cole said.

  Matt grinned wolfishly at him. “Whatever.”

  “Oh honey, just call me Cole.”

  “As long as you call me „Matt.”

  Cole put his hand on his hip. He flipped his hair back out of his eyes, tilting his head back. Matt was at least four inches taller than him, but Cole somehow managed to make it seem that he had to look down to meet Matts eyes. “Anything you want, buttercup.”

  Matt rolled his eyes, but otherwise didnt respond at all. He turned to get his key from the woman behind the counter.

  Jared and Angelo walked in, and Cole went straight to Jared, pulling him into a tight embrace. Jared hugged him back, laughing. They stayed that way for a second, and then Cole pulled back just enough to look up into Jareds eyes. He had one hand on each side of Jareds face and was looking into his eyes, saying something that seemed to be very serious. Then he kissed him. He put his lips on the corner of Jareds mouth, as if he hadnt been able to decide between his lips and his cheek and had chosen to split the difference. It was soft and friendly, and although he lingered there a bit longer than I expected, the kiss wasnt at all sexual. Nonetheless, I heard Matt, standing next to me, make a low sound suspiciously close to a growl.

  “Down, boy,” I said.

  He didnt laugh. “I could handle it a lot better if he didnt have to touch him all the time!”

  Cole was acting awfully familiar with Jared, but I also knew Jared was one hundred percent devoted to Matt. “What are you worried about?” I asked him. “You cant honestly think Jared would cheat on you.”

  He tore his eyes away from his partner, and sighed. He looked at me with obvious embarrassment. “Of course not,” he said grudgingly. “It just drives me nuts knowing theyve been together.”

  “Sometimes sex is just sex,” I said, and immediately regretted it. It obviously annoyed him. He might even have been mad.

  “Is it supposed to make me feel better knowing that Im the only one who cant seem to see it that way?”

  Angelo looked over at us, and he must have been able to tell from Matts face what was going on because he laughed and pulled Jared away from Cole, stepping between them.
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  Cole wasnt quite as familiar with Ang as he had been with Jared— he didnt kiss him, at least. But he did stand awfully close. He put one arm around Angelos waist and whispered something in his ear that made him laugh.

  “How can that not drive you nuts?” Matt asked me through clenched teeth.

  But watching Cole and Angelo now was nothing like the first time theyd met, back at Matt and Jareds house, more than two years before. Back then, the sexual tension between them had been strong. Id almost felt like I could see it crackling between them. The entire room felt charged, and everybody around them seemed a bit on edge, although I suspected none of them knew why.

  But now, it was completely gone. Yes, Cole was apparently incredibly flirtatious, and Angelo didnt seem to feel inclined to dissuade him. But when I looked at Angelo, I could tell that he felt nothing for Cole beyond a friendly curiosity. I could tell by the look in his eyes and by the way he responded to Coles flirting by touching him yet never leaning into him. He didnt desire him anymore.

  “Come on,” I said, grabbing Matts arm. “Lets go get settled in.”

  We rounded up Jared and Ang and headed for our rooms, with Cole calling after us that he knew we were probably starving (and he was right) so to meet back downstairs in an hour, and hed take us all out for an early lunch.

  The ride in the elevator was deathly silent. Matt glared at Jared, but didnt say a word, and Jared grinned playfully back at him. There wasnt a doubt in my mind they were either going to be fighting or fucking in five minutes flat. I hoped for their sake it was the latter.


  Matt…


  I WAS trying not to be absolutely furious, and I was definitely failing. Id made an effort over the last few weeks to overcome my

  reservations about the trip. Yes, Id probably miss the Super Bowl. Yes,


  Id have to watch a wedding between two people I could barely stand. But it was a free trip to Paris with my partner and my best friend. Cole was no threat to me. I told myself that over and over. I tried to be rational instead of letting my emotions take over.


  But seeing Cole and Jared together in the lobby had destroyed any attempt at rationality. It made me livid. It didnt help that Jared was grinning at me like it was all a game. It also didnt help that Zach and Angelo were on the other side of the elevator, not looking at me, doing their best to pretend like they had no idea what was going on.


  They all thought I was being a fool, and on some level, I knew they were right. But it didnt change the fact that I could not stand to see Cole with Jared. I hated to think about all of the times theyd been together. And I really hated to see them touching.


  Zach and Angelos room was in the opposite direction, so we parted ways after leaving the elevator. I followed Jared to our room. It was a suite. It was overdecorated and ridiculously ornate, and it only seemed to underline the fact that I was horrifically out of place.


  The bellboy had already brought our bags up and left them in our room. I felt like Id been wearing the same clothes for ages, and I was dying for a shower. On the other hand, I knew Jared was probably thinking the exact same thing. I figured Id let him go first because I certainly wasnt in the mood to shower together.


  “You know,” Jared said to me over his shoulder as he started to undress, “if you glower like that all week, youll give yourself a [image: ][image: ]headache.”


  “Im glad you find it so amusing.”

  “Come on, Matt,” he chided. “This is supposed to be fun.” “Watching Cole put his hands all over you isnt my definition of


  fun.”


  He was down to only his boxers, and he stepped up close to me and started to unbutton my pants, grinning up at me as he did. “Are you going to be jealous like this all week?”


  “Maybe.”


  He slid his hand into my pants, and I did my best to ignore him. I didnt completely succeed, but I was still mad, and I was determined to not let him distract me. “Cole and I have known each other a long time—”


  “I know.”

  “So what makes you think that now, after all these years, were suddenly going to become more than friends? Hes getting married, Matt.” His hand was still moving on me, and although I wanted to stay angry, there were other parts of my body that werent so resolved. “I love you. Not him. Do you really think thats going to suddenly change?”

  Did I? No, not really. It wasnt that I thought Jared wanted Cole instead of me. It was the fact that Cole had already had Jared. It was their history together that drove me nuts. I had to force my words out through clenched teeth. “I cant give you anything you havent already had with him.”

  That surprised him enough that his hand quit moving. He blinked up at me in confusion. “Is that really what you think?”

  “Youre the one who keeps pointing out how long youve known each other! It drives me nuts to think that everything we do, you did with him first!”

  He absorbed that for a minute, and then I saw a wicked glint appear in his eyes. A playful grin spread slowly across his face. “Not everything,” he said as he kissed me. He pulled off my shirt and started to push my pants down over my hips. “There are lots of things I never did with him,” he said. “Let me tell you all the things I never did with him. Ive never been mountain biking with him. Ive never shared a sleeping bag with
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  him.” And as he talked, he continued to undress me, his hands moving everywhere, his lips finding mine between sentences. “Ive never been camping with him. Ive never been geo-caching with him.” He nipped at my earlobe, and one of his hands went back to my groin. “Ive never lived with him. We may have had sex, but we were never lovers. I never fell asleep in his arms. I never woke up to him kissing the back of my neck or pulling my hair.”

  My resolution to stay mad was fading. Partly it was him; his hard, lean body against mine, and his hands moving exactly right. It was his lips on mine, and the way he used his teeth when he was being aggressive. It was the smell of his coarse curls and the low, soft sounds he made when I finally started to touch him back.

  But more than any of that, it was his words. He was reminding me why we were so good together, all the reasons wed been friends long before we were lovers, all the reason his friendship with Cole had never grown into anything like what we had.

  “Ive never been to a football game with him,” he said as he pulled me toward the bed. He laughed as he thought about what hed just said. “In fact, Ive never even watched a football game with him. He thinks its „vulgar and brutish and horribly dull, darling.” And even I had to laugh at that as he pushed me back onto the bed. He went to the suitcase and pulled out the lube. He dropped his boxers and climbed on top of me. His hand slid down my length, covering me with lube. We had anal sex a bit more often since the Vegas trip, but I still only topped this way, on my back, with him straddling me. “Topping from the bottom” Jared always called it, and he found it funny.

  His blue eyes were piercing as he looked down into mine. “You know what else Ive never done with him?”

  “What?”

  “This,” he said, and he pushed himself down onto me. He was so tight and so warm, and I moaned as he began to move on me. He leaned over as he did and talked softly into my ear. “Ive never bottomed with him. Not even once.” His tone was teasing, but breathless too. “Does it matter knowing I always topped?”

  Whether the argument was rational or not, I certainly couldnt judge
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  at that moment. But his words struck a chord. It did matter.

  “He never tops,” he said. “Think about it, Matt. Hes smaller than me. Hes never thrown me down on the bed and really fucked me.” His teeth nipped my neck. His hands were everywhere. His breathless voice was in my ear, his body still moving on top of me. “Does that make a difference? Does it help knowing hes never fucked me like this? Does it help knowing hes never fucked me at all?”

  “Yes,” I admitted, as breathless now as he was.

  “You want to do something to me hes never done?”

  “Yes.”

  “Then be aggressive.”

  Just the thought of it made me moan.

  “Take control.”

  “Oh God—”

  “Do what he wont.”

  I wanted to. I really did want to.

  “Fuck me!” he said, and his fingers dug painfully into my shoulders.

  “Jared—”

  “Fuck me!”

  The words flipped a switch deep inside of me. He was right. I didnt want to lie here underneath him, letting him lead. Not this time.

  I grabbed him and rolled us over, so I was on top, and he moaned. He closed his eyes and arched toward me as I thrust into him. Id forgotten all of the reasons this position was so good. I could watch his face. I could stroke him with one hand as I fucked him. And as hed said, I really could be aggressive. Why I was normally so reluctant to let him be submissive wasnt even clear in my mind, but suddenly, here and now, it didnt matter. It was a relief to let go. It was a relief to drive into him harder and faster than before.

  He pushed my hand away from his cock and began stroking himself, and I let him. I slammed into him. I grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled, harder than usual, hard enough that his moan was partly pain, and I attacked his neck with my mouth as I fucked him harder. I wasnt sure whether it was acceptable or not to channel my anger and my jealousy into our sex, but I did it anyway. He said he was mine, and somewhere in the rational part of my brain, I knew it was true. But I wanted to prove it. I wanted to mark him. I wanted to claim him in some way that was purely primal.

  I felt his hands digging into my back, his teeth in my shoulder. I heard his hoarse cry in my ear, and felt him climaxing underneath me. It drove me over the edge, and I spent myself in him, holding him tight, driving into him as deep as I could, and as I did, I found myself thinking only one thing: he belonged to me, and nobody was going to take him away.

  Afterward, as I held him tight against me and we both worked to catch our breath, he said to me, “Thats what I want you to remember, Matt. Every time you start to get jealous, every time you want to punch him in the face, I want you to think about this. And when we get back to the room, you can throw me down on the bed and do it again if you want. As long as it helps you remember that youre the one I love.”

  I sighed and held him tighter. I hated to admit that my anger was gone, but it was. My jealousy was lost and powerless in the afterglow of our pleasure. I kissed his neck. “Youre a manipulative bastard,” I said.

  He laughed. “I learned from the best.” He rolled us over again and sat on top of me, straddling my hips, smiling down at me. “Are you still mad?”

  “No.”

  “Good,” he said, “cause that was fun.”

  “Did I hurt you?”

  “Yes,” he said, but he was grinning ear to ear as he said it, and I knew it wasnt a complaint.

  I reached up and grabbed his hair, and he let me pull him down to kiss me. “Suddenly Im hoping you make me jealous a lot on this trip.”

  The smile he gave me was one of the sexiest things Id ever seen. “My thoughts exactly.”


  Zach…


  ANGELOwas completely in love with our suite. Hed never been in any place quite so luxurious, and he seemed halfway afraid to touch anything, as if he might break it. The living room held a couch, several chairs, and a desk. The ceilings were high. There seemed to be curtains everywhere, velvet of a deep, rich red, not just covering the windows, but also between the rooms and draped over the bed. The bedroom held a king-size bed, over which hung a gold chandelier. Somehow that, more than anything, seemed absurd: a chandelier in the bedroom. The plasma TV on the wall seemed terribly out of place.


  Angelo was at the window, looking out. “Cant believe were here,” he said in awe. He pointed out the window. “If we walk down that street over there, well get to the Tuileries Gardens. A to Z says theyre the essence of the city. „Big and bold and precise and elegant and ravishing in their beauty.” He looked over at me, his eyes huge and wondrous. “Thats what it said.”


  “Its winter.”


  That simple fact did nothing to quell his enthusiasm. “I cant wait to see em,” he said as he turned to look out the window again.

  I didnt care too much about seeing any gardens, but I loved to see him so happy. I went and stood behind him, and he leaned back against me. We could see most of the square, which was paved entirely with dull brick. The buildings were uniform, flat-faced and gray, with regularly spaced identical windows. Most of the windows had window boxes, but this time of year, there was nothing alive. In the middle of the square was a huge column with a statue on the top.

  In my travels in America, it had been my experience that one city looked very much like another. But this was unmistakably not Western USA.

  “Whats that tower?” I asked.

  “Napoleon put it up after the Battle of Austerlitz. To commemorate his victory. They took the cannons from the other armies and melted them down to make those bronze plates.”

  “So thats Napoleon on top?”

  “Yeah. Thats not the original statue though. They pulled it down, I think. Not sure why. But later, they replaced it.” He turned his head to look up at me with a grin. “Unless somethin changed since my book was published.”

  “Smartass. Remind me to ask Cole these questions from now on,” I said, and he laughed. “What did he say to you?” I asked.

  “When?”

  “In the lobby.” I kissed his neck, and he shivered. “He whispered something in your ear.” I pulled on his T-shirt, stretching the collar, revealing more of his shoulder. I loved the soft place where it curved up into his neck. I flicked my tongue there, and his breath caught for a second before he answered me.

  “He said he was glad you werent freakin out, cause he can only handle one jealous boyfriend at a time.”

  I laughed and kissed him more as I slid my hand down his stomach. I started to unbutton his pants. “You dont want him anymore.”

  He shook his head. “No.” His breathing was changing, and I took my time, letting the anticipation build. I unzipped his jeans and slipped my hand inside, rubbing him through the fabric of his boxers. Once he was hard, I pushed his shorts out of the way, exposing his cock, but not touching it. I slid my hand down past it, between his legs, squeezing the flesh where his leg met his pelvis.

  “Zach,” he hissed at me. “The window!”

  “What about it?” I bit his neck harder. I rubbed my fingers on that soft skin behind his balls, pushing back toward his entrance. I couldnt reach it from this angle, but I reached as far as I could and heard his breath catch. My cock was hard, and I ground against him from behind.

  “Somebody might see,” he said breathlessly.

  “They might,” I said, and I slid my hand up and cupped his sac in my hand, squeezing gently. “I hope they do.” His breathing was faster now, the pressure building. “I hope they watch everything.” I moved my hand up, not gripping him, but allowing the palm of my hand to brush lightly up his shaft to his crown. His breath caught again, and he made a soft sound that might have been a whimper if it had only been louder. “I hope they like it.”

  “Please, Zach,” he whispered.

  I put my fingers on the tip of his shaft and started to massage the little beads of moisture I found there around and around his head. “Tonight,” I whispered as I teased him, “after weve showered, Im going to push you down on that bed.” I let my fingers glide down his length. “And Im going to push your legs apart.” I moved my hand down again, as low on him as I could reach, massaging him, straining toward his hole. “Im going to lick you and rim you and suck you until you beg me to stop.” I slid my hand back up. I placed my palm flat against his cock and I pushed against him from behind, grinding against his ass and pushing his erection into my hand.

  He had a hard time talking when he was this wound up, but he panted out, “Is that all?”

  “No,” I said as I finally wrapped my hand around him and began to stroke. “Then Im going to fuck your brains out.”

  He laughed breathlessly, leaning back against me, his head back on my shoulder. I knew if I could see his face that his eyes would be closed, lips barely parted. I looked down, over his shoulder, at my hand moving on him. His hips moved a little as he pushed himself in and out of my fist. I wondered what it would be like to look down and see another man on his knees in front of us. I imagined watching Angelos cock disappear into that mans mouth. I imagined grabbing that mans head, pushing Angelo deeper into his throat as I pushed my cock into Angelo, and I moaned.

  Someday, we might make that happen, but not here. This trip was for us alone.

  “More, Zach.”

  “Anything.” I moved in front of him and went to my knees. I sucked


  [image: ][image: ]


  him into my mouth and started moving, sliding up and down his length. I intentionally moved a little faster than I knew he liked, and after a moment, his hand knotted in my hair, stilling me, just as Id known it would. And then, slowly, he started to move.

  This was the way he liked his blow jobs, at least some of the time: agonizingly slow. He used his hand in my hair to guide my head, back and forth, opposite the thrusting of his hips. I had a hard time deep-throating normally—especially since he was a bit longer than average—but when he went slow, it was easiest. I didnt even have to keep my fist around his shaft to keep him from pushing too far, except when he came. Moving like this, he could push deeper than he could with fast thrusts, and he seemed to be able to sense when he couldnt go further. Id asked him once how he knew—if I tensed up, or if he could feel it somehow in his cock—but hed only looked at me in surprise. He hadnt even realized he was doing it. However it worked, it was always the same. Hed push in as deep as I could manage, and then hed pull back out, almost all the way, until the ridge of his cock was against my lips, and Id tighten my mouth around him, sucking hard to keep him from escaping. That was the part he liked best.

  I unbuttoned my pants, exposing my aching erection, and used my hand to stroke myself. I didnt move my hand in time with his long, slow thrusts. I moved it in time with his breathing, which I was ever attuned to. It was fast now, but not too fast. He wasnt panting yet. Sometimes he liked to rush ahead to the end, but not today. Not yet, at least. Right now, he seemed to want to take his time.

  His thrusts continued, long and slow. I kept stroking myself. I opened my eyes and looked up at him. His other hand was braced against the windowsill. His head was back, so I couldnt see his face, but I knew he had his eyes closed. Otherwise hed be looking down at me.

  He was so beautiful. Hed be thirty in only a few months, but he looked younger. He still got carded for booze more often than not. The light from the window was shining on him, and the shadow of the windowpane created a cross on his chest. I wished Id taken his shirt off, so I could see that light on his gorgeous skin. I wanted to see the tattoo on his stomach, and the soft downy hairs that grew there, pale against his
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  dark flesh.

  He suddenly looked down at me, and I wondered, not for the first time, if he could sense when I was watching him. He froze, half in my mouth, half out. He smiled, and then he pulled away. He grabbed my hand and pulled me up from the floor, pushing me toward the bed.

  “We only have about forty minutes before we have to meet everybody in the lobby,” I said.

  He gave me his lopsided grin. “You have superpowers in Paris you dont have in Colorado?” he asked. “Cause back home, forty minutes would be plenty.”

  I laughed, and then he was all over me. It was frantic and fun, kissing and laughing together as we tried to get our clothes off. We were hindered as we always seemed to be by his boots, but Id become rather adept at unlacing them with one hand while sucking his cock. The last thing to go was my shirt, which he pulled off of me before pushing me hard, backward onto the bed.

  I scooted myself toward the headboard, which was conveniently padded, upholstered in red velvet. I leaned back against it, and he pursued me on his hands and knees, my shirt still in his hands. He kissed me first, his soft hand stroking my cock, but when I reached for him, he pulled away, smiling teasingly at me. He lay down on his stomach between my legs, wedging my shirt under his groin as he did.

  “You wont come on the bedspread, but youll come on my shirt?” I asked, and he grinned up at me.

  “You got plenty of shirts,” he said, “but Id feel like an asshole askin for a new bedspread.”

  “Were down to thirty minutes.”

  “You kiddin? Ill still have time for a shower when were done.”

  “Are you saying I dont have enough stamina?” I asked.

  He laughed. “Im sayin were efficient.” And then his mouth closed around me. He had no problems deep-throating at all. He sucked me in all the way, until his nose was buried in my patch of hair, before he started to move up and down.

  I knew immediately that he was right about the thirty minutes. With
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  me sucking him and using my hand on myself, I could have lasted a lot longer. But now that our positions were reversed, I had four minutes left in me, tops. For a moment I closed my eyes and simply reveled in the feeling of his warm mouth on me. I listened to his breathing, which was speeding up. I resisted the urge to put my hands on his head. Sometimes I did, and he said he didnt mind, but I was always afraid Id lose control and hold him there longer than I should. Losing control with him was a distinct possibility. If anybody in the world could give a blow job better than him, it sure as hell wasnt anybody Id ever had the pleasure of being with.

  I opened my eyes and looked down at him, stretched out on his stomach in front of me. He liked to get off this way, and I certainly had no complaints. He had one hand on my stomach and one beneath him, presumably on his cock. He looked amazing—erotic and sexy as hell. The starburst tattoo between his shoulder blades was like a stamp, or a brand, as if the heavens themselves had marked him as one of their own before tossing him to Earth. His dark skin seemed exotic against the deep red of the bedspread. His narrow ass moved up and down as he jerked himself off while humping into the bed. That was one of my favorite things to see, the way he moved as he fucked himself against the bed. I couldnt help imagining what it would be like to see him fuck another man like that.

  I put my hand down, brushing his hair out of the way so I could see him. He was moving faster now—both his mouth on my cock and his humping. I watched my cock disappear into his gorgeous mouth. I saw the way his hips ground deeper into the bed. I heard the desperation in his panted breath. And then….

  He made a sound.

  It was still so rare for him to make any noise at all, and it surprised me. It was soft, low, and guttural. Maybe it was a moan. I didnt hear it so much as I felt it vibrating against my cock. And the moment I felt it, I came, without quite realizing I was going to.

  As soon as I started, Angelo pulled away. It wasnt that he couldnt or wouldnt let me come in his mouth. It was that he couldnt swallow while holding his breath. He buried his head in my groin as he tensed, his breath held, and I stroked myself the rest of the way there while he trembled between my legs.

  We stayed that way for a while, both of us catching our breath, but he finally lifted his head and looked up at me with a smile. His breathing was almost back to normal.

  “I got cum in your hair,” I said.

  “Its cool,” he said. “Told you Id have time for a shower.”


  WHEN I arrived in the lobby with Angelo, Matt, and Jared, only Jon was there waiting for us. I hated myself for the way my heart jumped into my throat at the mere sight of him. I didnt want to talk to him. I didnt want to smile and congratulate him. I wanted nothing more than to turn around and go back to our room. But the others were all walking up to him, shaking his hand, saying hello. I couldnt avoid him forever.


  Matt and Jared went first, shaking his hand. Matts greeting was stiff and barely friendly, but Jareds was genuinely cheery. Angelo went next. “Congratulations, man,” Angelo said.


  I could see the little bit of effort it took for Jon to act normal with Ang—I still knew him well enough to detect the rigid set of his shoulders and the stiffness to his smile. But he thanked him. And then it was my turn. I wanted to think that things wouldnt be awkward between us, and yet, how else could they be after what Id done?


  “Zach,” he said.


  He was looking at me with a question in his eyes, trying to decide how I was going to behave around him. Our last meeting had been less


  than friendly, on my part at any rate. It took some effort to speak, but I managed to say, “Hello, Jon.”


  He smiled a bit at that and stepped toward me, one arm reaching for me. He was going to hug me. It wasnt even that I objected so much as that I was thinking of Angelo and the jealousy Id seen on his face two years ago in Vegas. I didnt want to put him through that again. And so I held up my hand, stopping Jon short.


  He sighed, stepping back again and shaking my hand instead. “Im glad you came,” he said. But I knew, looking in his eyes, that I had hurt him. Again. I hated to think how often in our last year together Id seen that look, always caused by something I had done. I did this time what Id done every time before: I pretended I didnt care.


  Cole arrived a minute later, and we followed him out the door and down the sidewalk. We headed away from the Place Vendôme. All the buildings looked the same to me: approximately five stories, flat faced, either gray or white or cream-colored stone. They had uniform arches at street level, and in the stories above that, tall rectangular windows every few feet, one on top of the other. The streets seemed impossibly narrow, and were filled with strange, small cars. After Colorado, where just about everybody drove SUVs, I felt like I was walking around in matchboxland.


  Whether from our conversation, or simply from Angelos enthusiasm, Cole seemed to have taken a personal interest in showing Angelo as much of Paris as he could. They walked ahead of us. Sometimes Cole would hook his arm in Angelos, or even take his hand as he led him from place to place. They were moving fast, in and out of shops, looking in windows, while the rest of us trailed slowly behind. They were like hummingbirds, and we were lumbering pigeons.


  “Is he always like that?” I asked Jon. I regretted it immediately. I hadnt meant for it to sound like I was insulting the man he loved.


  Jon didnt seem to mind. He was between Jared and I, with Matt behind us. He looked ahead of us to where Cole was trying to push some kind of scarf at Angelo, and Angelo was laughingly pushing it away. Jon smiled fondly. “Yes,” he said. “Hes always like that. Hes really pleased that you all came. I should tell you now, hes going to try to pay for everything. And I do mean everything. Weve set up accounts with the hotel and with several of the restaurants and shops in the area. Ill give you a list. Any of them you go to, just tell them its on the Davenport account.”


  “I thought he preferred Fenton,” Jared said, and Jon grinned at him. “He does.”

  It was so much like what Cole had said to me about calling Jonathan


  “Jonny,” and it made me wonder what kind of relationship they had exactly that they would intentionally goad each other. “Hes going to be throwing money at you all weekend,” Jon went on. “Hell pay for anything you guys decide to do—the Louvre, the Eiffel Tower, vineyard tours.” He looked at me when he said that one, and it was a painful reminder of the honeymoon trip wed planned but never taken.


  “Im not sure Im comfortable with that arrangement,” Matt said.


  “I know,” Jon said. “I told him you might not be, but….” He let the words trail away.

  “Cant you talk him out of it?” Matt asked.

  Jon and Jared burst into laughter together, and Jon shook his head. “Matt, if you can figure out how to ever make him change his mind about anything, you be sure to let me know.”

  “Yeah,” Jared said. “Good luck with that.”

  “Honestly,” Jon said, “he has plenty of money. And Im not saying that to be pompous. Im just telling you, this trip is a drop in the bucket for him. He doesnt even know how much it costs, and hed never care anyway. He likes to spend his money on people he loves.”

  “He barely knows most of us,” I said.

  Jon shrugged. “I guess you qualify anyway. I know its weird for those of us with normal bank accounts, but honestly, my advice is, just enjoy yourselves while youre here and let him foot the bill.”

  I knew it might have made me a selfish asshole, but I didnt feel compelled to argue.

  Cole finally led us into a restaurant where we were seated at a round table. Cole ordered for the entire table—in French—after which he and Jon had a seemingly good-natured debate over wine, most of which I couldnt hear. In the end, it didnt appear so much that Jon won as that Cole simply decided it wasnt worth arguing about, and Jon ordered a bottle of Pinot Grigio.

  “Theres still one more person coming?” Jared asked Cole.

  “Yes, but not tonight. George gets in tomorrow morning. Hes still so upset over missing the Super Bowl—”

  “No kidding?” Matt said dryly, but Cole didnt seem to notice.

  “Zach honey, you know George, right? Im sure hell be thrilled to have somebody here he actually knows!”

  “Well,” I said, glancing at Jon, “I wasnt exactly his favorite
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  person.” Because Jon had been dating me when he came out to his family, I always felt Id been cast into the role of the evil tempter. Carol had been friendly, but seemed to be on the verge of tears every time she looked at me, and George had tolerated my presence with cold civility.

  “Just talk football to him and youll be his new best friend,” Cole said, and I noticed Matt perk up at that.

  “Hes different,” Jon said quietly, so that only I could hear. “Since my mom died.”

  Id been wondering why nobody had mentioned Carol. “I didnt know,” I said.

  “She had cancer. They didnt catch it until it was too late.”

  “When?”

  “A year after you and I….” He let his words trail away.

  “Im sorry,” I said, and I wondered if I meant for his mom, or for not being there for him when he needed me.

  He shrugged, recovering quickly. “Youll be surprised, Zach. Hes a lot more accepting now than he was back then.”

  Back then. Back when Jon and I had stood together, hand in hand, and told his parents that we were in love. The weight in my chest seemed to grow at the thought. I looked to my other side, where Angelo sat. He was watching Jon and I, his eyes guarded. Was there an accusation in them, or was I only projecting my guilt? I wasnt sure.

  I took a drink of my wine, trying not to think about the pain Id caused the man I used to love, and the pain I might be causing the man I loved now. I wondered how much Id need to drink to make myself not care.

  “Youre staying at the hotel too?” Jared asked Cole. “Dont you own a condo here?”

  “I do, sweets, but it just seemed easier if we were all in one place. And let me tell you, it was nearly impossible finding a suitable hotel—”

  “Only because youre too picky,” Jon said. Cole looked over at him quickly, batting his eyes playfully at Jon, as if to say, “I am, but you love me anyway.” It was disgustingly cute, and it made Jon laugh. It lasted only
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  a second before Cole turned back to Jared.

  “I didnt want just any old motel,” he said. “I wanted it to feel French. It would have been such a disappointment for you to come all the way here just to stay at a Holiday Inn. And I wanted to be able to hold the ceremony there. We looked at some of the older hotels, but the rooms were so dreadfully small. I just cant stand being crammed into such a tiny space.” He shuddered dramatically. “Of course, we looked at the Four Seasons, but it was terribly ostentatious—”

  “And you know its bad if even he thinks so,” Jon said to Jared, and Jared laughed.

  “If it were up to Jonny, wed be at the Motel 6 back in Phoenix.”

  “I suggested the Marriot,” Jon said. “Its not the same as a Motel 6.” I could tell theyd had this conversation several times already, and yet, they werent snapping at each other. They seemed to be having great fun.

  Cole gave Jon a wide-eyed look that seemed to be innocent and mocking all at once. “Ill just have to take your word for it, love.” His entire demeanor was carefree, his over-the-top behavior done as much for our entertainment as anything. He was fun, and I could see how Jon, who barely knew the meaning of the word, could have been drawn to him. Cole turned quickly back to Jared. “Do you remember that room in Mazatlan?”

  “How could I forget?” Jared asked, grinning.

  “Honey, Im quite sure repairs at the Vendôme would cost considerably more than they did in Mexico, so try not to break any more countertops.”

  “Ill do my best,” Jared said. He glanced at Matt, and a slow blush started to creep up his cheeks.

  Angelo either didnt notice or didnt care because he asked, “What the hell did you do?”

  I could tell by the look on Jareds face that he had no desire for the conversation to go any further. It was Cole who answered. “Well, it wasnt his fault really,” he said, grinning wickedly over at Ang. “Or, not only his fault, but it was a bit embarrassing trying to explain it to the management. I guess those bathroom counters just arent meant to hold people. Certainly not two people. Still, Im sure it must have been unstable before
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  we even—”

  He was interrupted by a loud scraping noise as Matt abruptly pushed his chair back from the table. “Oh my God!” he said, looking over at Jared. “I have no idea how to handle this.”

  “Handle what?” Cole asked innocently.

  “You!” Matt said in exasperation.

  Cole turned to Jared, looking genuinely confused. Jared looked slightly amused, but he turned away from Cole. He reached over and put his hand on Matts arm. He looked into his eyes for a second, and what exactly was in that look I didnt know, but I saw Matt relax. His cheeks actually turned a bit red, and he grinned wickedly at Jared.

  They definitely hadnt been fighting back at the hotel.

  “Sweets,” Cole said to Jared, “are we supposed to pretend like we haven’t known each other for almost fifteen years?”

  “No,” Jared said, turning back to him. “But it might be best if we dont talk about Mazatlan.”

  “Its not like thats the only time we—” Jon shifted suddenly in his chair, and Cole jumped. He turned to Jon, who had obviously kicked him, but he quit talking. For a second he just glared at Jon, but then he turned back to Matt, and his face shifted in the blink of an eye from annoyance to obvious concern. “Buttercup, tell me how I should act.”

  Matt pulled his chair back up to the table. Whatever had passed between him and Jared had changed things. He wasnt mad anymore. Frustrated, maybe, and embarrassed. But not mad. “I dont know,” he said. “I honestly dont. Everybody at this table has slept with way too many other people at this table, and yet, I seem to be the only one who cant stand the thought of it.”

  “You think its strange that we could have sex and still be friends?”

  “Yes, I think its strange. In my experience, once you stop sleeping with someone, you stop seeing them. You dont….” He gestured around the table, as if words had escaped him. “Do this!”

  Angelo looked confused. Jared looked amused. Jon looked vindicated. I had a feeling hed tried to warn Cole ahead of time that this might happen.

  “You make it sound like every one of us has slept with everybody else,” Angelo said.

  “Close enough,” Matt said, raising one eyebrow pointedly in Jareds direction.

  “Youre exaggerating,” Jared said. “Ive only slept with two: you and Cole.”

  “Yeah,” Angelo said. “And only two for me.” He looked at me. “And two for Zach.”

  “And two for me,” Jon said. He turned to Cole. “And two for you?”

  Jared made a coughing sound. Cole let his hair fall in front of his eyes and batted his lashes at Jon. “Two. Three. Whats the difference really? The good news is,” he said, looking over at Matt, “since Matts at one, we still average two apiece. Doesnt that work out just perfectly?”

  Jon looked a bit stunned at that. He looked at Jared, and then me, and then his eyes slid sideways to Angelo. Angelo met his gaze unflinchingly, and Jon sighed, looking down at the table and shaking his head. “I should have known.”

  “Oh, Jonny, it was before we even met!” Cole waved his hand dismissively in Jons direction.

  “Now you know how I feel,” Matt said to Jon. Jon nodded, and I suspected he really was feeling a bit more sympathy for Matt now.

  “Its no big deal,” Angelo said to Jon.

  “Exactly!” Cole said. “Whats a little sex among friends, right love?”

  “„Sex among friends?” Matt asked. “Youve had sex with more than half the people at this table!”

  Cole blinked at him for a moment, thinking about that, and then he sighed heavily and threw up his hands, suddenly acquiescent. “Youre absolutely right, buttercup,” he said. “Its terribly inappropriate. In fact, I think its best if we all spend the rest of our week together only with people we haven’t slept with. Angelo, youll be with Jon and Jared.” He grinned wickedly across the table at Ang. “Dont do anything I wouldnt do, doll.”

  Angelo laughed, and Jared asked, “Is there anything you wouldnt do?”

  “Now, sweets, you know good and well theres at least one thing.” He turned to Matt. “And so, buttercup, I believe that leaves you with Zach and me. It will be nice for us to get to know each other better, wont it?” He batted his eyes innocently at Matt.

  Matt shook his head, apparently torn between being amused and being embarrassed. He chuckled grudgingly.

  Angelo elbowed Matt playfully in the ribs. “Maybe its not a matter of Cole havin too many partners,” he said to him. “Maybe its a matter of you havin too few.”

  “That makes sense,” I said. “After all, if were averaging two each…”

  “What an excellent point,” Cole said. “Theres only one solution. Somebody at this table is going to have to sleep with Matt.”

  Jared burst out laughing, and everybody at the surrounding tables turned our way.

  Angelo nodded, grinning mischievously at Matt. “Makes sense.”

  “Jared,” Cole went on, “youre disqualified for obvious reasons. And I suppose I am as well, since its my promiscuity thats brought us to this embarrassing predicament in the first place.” He said this with a theatrical solemnity that had me fighting to keep a straight face. “I propose that the rest of you draw straws.”

  Matt looked baffled, obviously confused as to how he had suddenly become some sort of carnival prize. His cheeks were slowly turning red. Jared made a valiant effort to stifle his laughter. Jon merely raised his eyebrows at Cole.

  Angelo held up his hands, laughing. “Im gonna have to sit this one out. No offense,” he said, turning to Matt, “but youre not my type.”

  Matts blush deepened. Cole looked at Angelo with a perfectly straight face and said, “And what if Zach wins?”

  Angelo grinned wickedly. “I think Jared and I can entertain each other while theyre busy.”

  “Wait a minute!” Matt growled at Angelo.

  “It is only fair,” Cole said.

  “Anyway,” Angelo said to Matt, “were doing this for you. You should be thankin us, right Jared?”

  “Absolutely,” Jared said. Matt turned to Jared with a look that should have vaporized him in his chair, but it only caused Jared to burst out laughing again.

  Angelo turned back to Cole. “Theres a flaw in your plan though, Cole, assumin your goal is to make us all even.”

  The growing mischief in Angelos eyes was mirrored by the spark in Coles. They were having way too much fun together. “Youre so right, doll!” Cole said. “Jonny, youll obviously have to sleep with Matt too.”

  “Exactly,” Angelo said.

  “And why is that?” Jon asked. He wasnt as amused by the conversation as Jared, Cole, and Angelo, but he wasnt bothered by it either.

  “Its the only solution, love.”

  “Right,” Angelo said. “Then well all be tied at three.” He turned to Matt, who was sitting red-faced and silent next to him. “Will you feel better once were all even?”

  Jared was completely gone now, holding his stomach and laughing so hard that tears were running down his face. Matt turned on him and snapped, “Its not funny,” which only made Jared laugh harder.

  “Any of you guys strict about top or bottom?” Angelo asked. “Cause if so, youll screw it all up—”

  “Literally,” Cole said.

  “And well have to start over.” Angelo turned to Matt. “If you got a strong preference you better say so now.”

  “Lay it all out, so to speak,” Cole said.

  “On the table,” Angelo said.

  “For all to see.”

  “Zach does like to watch,” Angelo said, winking at me, and I was relieved that with the direction the conversation was going, nobody took him seriously.

  “Then its settled!” Cole said. “Whos going where with whom first? Zach, I think youre up.” He winked at me. “Or you soon will be.”

  “Oh dear God,” Matt moaned, hanging his head. “I knew I shouldnt have come.”

  “Dont worry about it a bit,” Cole said. “Im sure Zach can coax at least one more out of you.”

  Jared laughed so hard, I was amazed he managed to stay in his chair.


  LUNCH took about three hours, which Jon assured me was normal for Paris. When we emerged back onto the street, it was colder than it had been earlier. Our breath puffed out in clouds. The sky was low and white, and the air almost seemed to sparkle in a way I recognized from Colorado—it was threatening to snow.


  Cole led us to one of the Metro stations. “I thought wed do the Arc today,” he said as we went. “It wont take as long as the Eiffel Tower, and I suspect youre all exhausted after that trip. Youll probably be ready for bed by dinner time.”


  After our huge meal, and a bit too much wine (Id lost track of the number of times Jon had refilled my glass), I would have been happy to go back to the hotel and climb into bed right then, but Cole assured us that the best thing to do was to persevere through the afternoon, eat an early dinner (by which he meant eat at a normal time for Americans as opposed to eight or nine oclock like the French), and then go to bed early.


  I was grateful that Cole knew where to go and what to do. The map on the Metro wall would have baffled me even if I hadnt been jet-lagged and a tiny bit drunk. Angelos eyes were huge, just as theyd been in Vegas, as he tried to take in everything at once. He brought our entire party to a halt in the Metro station to listen to a street performer sing as she played her guitar. Her clothes were dirty, and her eyes bruised. But her voice was low and sultry, sexy and seedy, and Angelo stood in front of her, mesmerized.


  “Whats she singin bout?” he asked Cole.


  Cole listened for a moment to the French words. “It seems to be about an empty cage,” he said, sounding puzzled. “A bird thats gone.”
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  Angelo looked strangely spooked by that. “Is she sad?” Cole listened to a few more lines before answering. “Not exactly. It


  seems to be more about being free.”


  Angelo turned to look at me, as if that might mean something to me, but it didnt, and I shrugged. He turned away again, digging in his pocket and coming up with a few French bills. He tossed one into her open guitar case.


  “Dont let him use his own money,” I heard Cole whisper to Jon, reaching for his wallet, but Jon stopped him, shaking his head. It confused Cole, but I was glad that Jon understood. It wouldnt have meant as much to Angelo if it hadnt been his own. The others moved away then, but Angelo stood listening to a song he couldnt understand until the train came and I had to tug his hand to get him to follow.


  Once we reached the Arc, we spent a while at the bottom, looking at the carvings and in the visitor center. Then we started to climb. The spiral staircase was steep and narrow, but the view from the top was worth it.


  It was dusk, and streetlights were coming on. There were a dozen streets that led away from the Arc like wheel spokes. All dozen of them led into a roundabout with the Arc at its center.


  “The traffic down there looks insane,” I said. “No wonder they ride the Metro.”

  Angelo looked at me in disbelief. “Were in Paris, Zach, and youre lookin at the traffic?” He shook his head. “Youre so weird.”

  “What should I be looking at?”

  “Everything.” He gestured at the landscape around us. “A to Z says the view from heres even better than from the tower.”

  “Really?”

  “Maybe cause you can see that,” he said, pointing southeast at the Eiffel Tower. It was fully lit, glowing and majestic over the city.

  I stood behind him and put my arm around his neck. “It is kind of pretty,” I said.

  He laughed at what he probably thought was a ridiculous understatement. He leaned back, his weight so comfortable and familiar
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  against me. “Thanks, Zach.”

  “I dont know why youre thanking me. Coles the one who brought us here.”

  “I know,” he said. “But I also know you wouldnt have come if it werent for me.”

  I kissed the back of his head. “Theres nothing in the world I wouldnt do for you, angel.” And other than having to face my ex, a week in Paris wasnt exactly a sacrifice on my part.

  “Its too bad everythings dead,” Cole said, interrupting our quiet moment. He and Jon stood a few feet away, in much the same way Angelo and I were, Cole in front of Jon, although they werent touching. “Its so much prettier in the spring,” Cole said.

  “Why did you pick February?” Jared asked.

  Cole looked over his shoulder at Jon, and then he looked away from us, as if he were embarrassed.

  Jon smiled. He wrapped his arms around Cole and kissed the back of his neck. “I guess were just impatient,” he said, and then laughed as Cole pushed him playfully away.

  After leaving the Arc, we strolled up the Avenue des ChampsElysées, occasionally stopping to wander through shops and galleries. Cole and Angelo never seemed to slow down, although Jared, Matt, and I definitely did. Jon finally noticed and said something low in Coles ear. He looked back in surprise, as if hed forgotten we were even there. After that, it was back on the Metro. We made one last stop at a café for a quick dinner before returning to the comfort of our room.

  Angelo had showered that morning, but I hadnt. I stood for a long time in the hot water, almost falling asleep, before dragging myself into the bed. “Youll have to give me a raincheck on fucking your brains out,” I said to Angelo.

  He didnt even hear me. He was already sound asleep.


  HE WOKE me early the next morning, and we made love as we often did.
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  At any other time, the sex between us might be rough, or fast, or crude. But in the mornings, it was always slow and tender. I kissed his neck and his shoulders, his wrists and the palms of his hands. His smooth dark skin still fascinated me. Even after two and a half years, he could inspire a reverence in me that took my breath away. I hoped that never changed.


  Normally, after making love, hed get out of bed, and Id sleep another hour or two, but the trip had thrown off both of our internal clocks enough that we rose at the same time. We got dressed and wandered downstairs to find the rest of our group in the restaurant.


  “You slept late,” Matt said to Angelo, and Angelo grinned at him. “Thats what you think.” It took Matt half a second, and then he glanced at me and quickly away, blushing. Jared and Cole laughed, but I noticed that Jon looked extremely uncomfortable. At least I wasnt alone.

  Angelo sat next to Matt, and I found myself next to Jon once again. “Do you still run?” he asked me as he poured coffee for me.

  “Most mornings,” I said.

  “Me too,” he said. “You should join me.”


  I wasnt sure how I felt about that. Once upon a time, jogging together had been routine for us. After Jon, I hadnt had a running partner again until Coda, where Matt joined me once or twice a week. Still, most of the time, I ran alone. I looked over at Angelo, who was watching Jon warily. I was pretty sure he wanted me to say no.


  “Oh, honey, Zach doesnt want to jog while hes on vacation!” Cole said, coming to my rescue. “And if todays any indication, Angelo will be keeping him a bit too busy in the mornings anyway.” He grinned over at Angelo, who grinned right back. They really were way too much alike.


  “Ill go with you,” Matt said to Jon, and the surprise I felt was mirrored on Jons face. But he also looked pleased.

  “Great!” he said. “Its less of a chore when I have company.”

  We were halfway through our meal when George arrived. I was almost as nervous about seeing him as I had been about seeing Jon. He pulled up a chair between Angelo and Matt while Cole called out to the waiter. I hardly recognized George, and yet, looking at him, he wasnt so different than he had been. His waist was a little thicker, and his hair a bit more gray. But those were superficial things. There was something else very different about him that I couldnt quite put my finger on. And then he turned to me.

  “Zach!” he said, smiling. “What the hell are you doing here?”

  And that was when it hit me. He was smiling. I wasnt sure Id ever seen him smile before.

  “Im not sure, to tell you the truth,” I said, and he laughed.

  “Zach and Jared are friends,” Jon explained, “and Cole and Jared have known each other since college, which is how Cole and I met.”

  George looked like he was still trying to unravel that when Matt said, “George, youre a Cardinals fan?” George turned to him in surprise. I wondered how Matt had known. It took me a second to realize the little logo on Georges polo shirt was a red bird head.

  “I am!”

  “Tough break in that divisional playoff,” Matt said.

  “Everybody knows the Rams cheat,” George said, obviously delighted to have somebody he could complain to about it. “Now the bastards are in the damn Super Bowl.” He raised his eyebrows at Matt. “Not a Rams fan, are you?”

  “No, sir. Im a Chiefs fan.”

  “So am I, this week,” George said, grinning.

  Jared jumped in then, saying something about pass rushing that went right over my head, and the three of them quickly devolved into footballspeak.

  “Well,” Jon said under his breath, “at least I dont have to worry about him having nobody to talk to.”

  That day we saw the Sacré Coeur Basilica. It sat on Montmartre, the highest point in the city. It was a huge white building, monstrously elaborate. It had one giant dome—too long to be called onion-shaped, but too curved to be called conical—and two smaller domes on each side. There were several smaller ones on spires around it and arched windows absolutely everywhere. Inside were more arches than I could count and an elaborately painted ceiling showing Christ surrounded by what appeared to be hoards of angels.

  “The guy that wrote A to Z didnt like this place,” Angelo said. “The only thing he liked bout it was the view from the terrace.”

  “What do you think?” I asked him.

  He turned to me, his eyes full of excitement. “I think its amazing.”

  “I find it rather garish, myself,” Cole said to him. “Ill take you to Sainte-Chapelle tomorrow.”

  “Really?” Angelo asked, with his usual wide-eyed enthusiasm. “Thats one of the places I marked in the book. It said Sainte-Chapelle had the best stained glass windows in Paris. Maybe all of Europe.”

  “Thats true, doll. When you get inside, youll wonder how it even stands.”

  After that, we wandered around the streets of Montmartre for a while. We saw the Moulin Rouge and the Chat Noir, and visited the small vineyard on the Rue Saint Vincent. Angelo was amazed by it all, but to me, everything looked the same. Flat-faced white buildings, gray brick sidewalks and narrow streets. It was like a maze. I never knew which way to turn, and I found it terribly disconcerting.

  Cole took us to another fantastic restaurant for lunch, which once again took nearly three hours and left me with a pretty spectacular buzz. “Cole,” Matt said as we were finishing our meal, “is there any chance of finding a place to watch the Super Bowl on Sunday night?” He, Jared, and George had obviously been discussing this possibility all morning because they leaned forward on the table and looked over at Cole expectantly.

  “Im sure I dont know, buttercup.”

  Matts smile was a bit too tightlipped to be genuine. “You might at least know where to check, which is more than any of the rest of us know. Vanderbilt.”

  “Thats not my name.”

  Matts grin became a bit more smart-assed. “I know. But since you wont call any of us by our names—”

  “Thats not true at all,” Cole said. “I call George by his name.”

  “And Zach,” Angelo said.

  Every single person at the table turned to look at him, and he seemed uncomfortable to suddenly find himself the center of attention. “What?” he asked. “Its true.”

  Now everybodys gaze swung back to Cole. Cole was grinning at Angelo as if Ang had just discovered some deep dark secret.

  It hadnt occurred to me that Cole referred to me by name, when everybody else had pet names. It apparently hadnt occurred to Jon either. “Angelos right,” Jon said. “You dont even call me by my name half the time. Whys Zach so special?”

  Cole turned to Jon with wide-eyed mock innocence. “I dont know, love,” he said. “Does it bother you?”

  It took Jon a second to digest that. At first I thought he was going to be angry, but then he sighed and shook his head in exasperation.

  Jared was looking at Jon with obvious sympathy. “Youre either a saint or a glutton for punishment,” he said.

  Jon laughed. “It does feel like a fine line sometimes.”

  Cole didnt respond at all, but after everybody else had looked away, going back to their own meals and their own conversations, I saw him look over at Jon. He put his hand on Jons thigh. He looked up at Jon through his bangs and smiled.

  Jon practically melted. He put his hand on top of Coles and smiled at him. He leaned over to kiss him, although Cole turned away at the last moment, and Jons kiss landed on his temple. Jon didnt seem to mind a bit.

  I told myself the twinge I felt had nothing to do with jealousy.

  Once we finished eating, Cole took us to the Eiffel Tower. We spent a couple of hours wandering through the displays and shops on the second floor before heading to the top. Down on the ground, it was easy for me to remember where we were, especially when we were in the older part of the city, but from the height of the tower, the spell was broken. Especially when we looked south, where smog hovered and modern-day skyscrapers rose up out of the trees.

  “Isnt it amazing?” Angelo asked.

  “It looks like any other city to me,” I said.
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  “Come on, Zach! Are you kiddin me? Think about how long some of those buildings have been around. Longer than anything in America. Think about where were standin right now. This tower was built more than a hundred years ago. Think about how many other people have stood here. Parents and kids, and other couples who were in love.” He took my hand and looked up at me, excitement shining in his eyes. “Doesnt it make you feel like youre part of somethin? Somethin big and magical that stretches all the way back through time? Like youre part of history?”

  “It makes me feel like just another tourist.”

  It was the truth, but I regretted saying it immediately because it made his smile a little less brilliant. He shook his head at me. “You have no sense of romanticism.”

  After nearly an hour at the top, we went back down and stood in the Champ-de-Mars to see the tower fully illuminated. It was kind of pretty. But in my mind, even the Eiffel Tower couldnt compare to the beauty and awe on Angelos face when he saw it.


  COLE arrived at our room early the next morning to take Angelo to Sainte-Chapelle, after which they planned to tour several of the smaller art museums (smaller meaning only that they werent the Louvre). I was invited, too, of course, but I chose to sleep late instead.


  I arrived downstairs to find George just sitting down in the dining room. “Zach!” he said, waving me over. “Join me. Dont make me eat alone.”


  Although I had initially been nervous about seeing George again, Id discovered the previous day how easy he was to get along with, and I was happy to have somebody to sit with.


  “I didnt realize you and Jon stayed in touch all these years,” he said, after wed ordered.

  “We didnt,” I said. “But two years ago, Angelo and I were in Vegas with Matt and Jared, and we ran into him there. Thats when Jared met him and gave him Coles number.” Or maybe he gave Cole Jons number. It didnt matter.
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  George thought for a second, his eyes shifting away from me as he thought back, and then a slow smile spread across his face. “I remember that trip,” he said. “Who punched him?”

  “Angelo.”

  He nodded, chuckling a little. “I should have known.”

  “Why do you say that?” I asked.

  “Im betting Jon tried to win you back.”

  That didnt seem to require an answer. I had no desire to talk about that trip with him. Instead I said, “Are you pleased theyre getting married?”

  “Extremely. Im happy for Jon.”

  “You like Cole?”

  “Im glad Jon found him,” he said. “Dont get me wrong—that boys a fruitcake—but Im actually pretty fond of him.” He grinned at me. “Dont you dare tell him I said that though. Ill deny it.”

  “I wont,” I said, laughing. “Your secrets safe with me.”

  “The thing is, Zach, hes good for Jonny. And he makes him happy.” And I thought it was funny that George apparently called him Jonny now too. “If hes happy, Im happy.” He glanced at me warily. “Im sorry I couldnt think like that when it was you.”

  I shrugged, trying to ignore that weight in my chest, trying not to think about the fact that if his father had been more accepting all those years ago, Jon might not have felt the need to prove himself. He might not have felt the need to push me to do more with my life, and we might have gone on being happy together forever. “It doesnt matter now,” I said to myself as much as to George. Luckily, our food came then, which saved me from having to say more.

  “You know, Zach, Jon had a couple of serious relationships between you and Cole.”

  What the hell was I supposed to say to that? “I didnt know that,” I said, although I certainly would have assumed so. It had been ten years, after all.

  “None of them ever lived up to you.”
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  That I definitely didnt expect.

  “How could they not measure up?” I asked. “I wasnt good enough. Thats why he left me.”

  “Thats just it, Zach. You werent good enough, and yet, you were the standard he held every other man up to. And they all came up short.”

  “It doesnt make any sense,” I said.

  “It does, when you think about it. Until Cole, his relationships always ended for the same reason: because he didnt really want them for who they were. He wanted them for who he thought they could be.” I didnt know about the others of course, but for myself, it fit.

  “What about Cole?” I asked.

  “Cole was different. Cole was so flighty, and Jon didnt take him seriously at all. He didnt look at what they had as a real relationship. But Cole snuck up on him, and when things started to get serious, Jon did what he always does and started expecting Cole to change. And Cole told him quite clearly exactly where he could stick those expectations, too.”

  I couldnt help but laugh. “I can imagine.”

  “For the first time ever, Jon quit worrying about making his partner a better man, and started looking at himself. And he realized then that the best way to make himself happy was to make Cole happy first. Thats why Coles so good for him,” he said. He looked over at me with a question in his eyes. “I think maybe thats why your Angelos good for you.”

  I was surprised at how much he seemed to know already. “I think youre right,” I said.

  “I told Jonny that, too, but he didnt understand,” he said. “He never is as impressed by my brilliance as he should be.” He looked up, past me to the door and smiled. “Speak of the devil.”

  “Talking about me, Dad?” Jon asked as he sat down. His tone was half-joking, but his eyes on George were serious.

  “We were, but well stop now that youre here,” George said, without a hint of embarrassment. “Whats everybody doing today?”

  “Cole and Angelo already left,” I said.

  “So did Matt and Jared,” Jon said.

  “Really?” I was surprised and a bit dismayed. Served me right for sleeping so late.

  “Matt and I went running early this morning, and he said they were doing one of the day trips to Versailles.”

  “Oh.” I hoped my discomfort over being left alone with Jon for the day wasnt too obvious. “What are you doing, George?”

  “I dont know yet,” he said, “but Im here for three weeks, so dont worry about me. I might just spend the day catching up on my sleep.”

  I contemplated my options: trying to find my own way around Paris, sitting alone in my room all day, or spending it with Jon. Maybe I could sit in the bar and get unbelievably drunk. But as it turned out, the choice had been made for me.

  “Zach, I booked us on a vineyard tour,” Jon said, and I wondered if the feeling in my chest was joy or fear. “I know it was a bit presumptuous, but you were sleeping, and there wasnt much time. Its a private tour of three Provence vineyards. It leaves in about an hour, and well be back just before dinner.”

  My breakfast was suddenly not sitting so well in my stomach, but I did my level best to smile. “That sounds great.” At least Id have a perfectly good excuse to get drunk.


  THEtour with Jon was simultaneously better and worse than Id expected. Jon and I had always been able to talk easily, and once I managed to


  relax a bit, conversation flowed smoothly. He asked about my family and about Coda. He talked about his moms death and the way his relationship with George had grown.


  We never talked about Angelo. We never talked about Cole.


  By the time we were halfway through the first vineyard, I felt like we were almost back to normal. Whatever “normal” meant. It was surprisingly easy to fall back into old routines, and yet there were subtle changes that emphasized how different things were. He still opened every door for me, but I never felt his hand on the small of my back as he
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  entered behind me. He still leaned toward me as we talked, and yet, he stood just a bit too far away. And he still seemed to reach for me when he wanted to get my attention, but he always stopped just short of making contact.


  The worst part was, I found myself missing it. Id always liked that he touched me in public, although in somewhat casual ways. Id liked the way he leaned closer when we talked, making every conversation feel intimate.


  We were served a light lunch at the second vineyard, but it wasnt enough to counteract the many wines wed sampled. The alcohol made the boundaries fade. It blurred the lines between now and then. I found myself wanting to bridge the gap that had formed between us. I wanted to step closer. I caught myself wanting to reach for him. I had to fight the urge to do the things I had done when wed been together, like putting my hand on his wrist as it rested on the table between us, or intentionally nudging his knee with mine when he sat next to me at the bar.


  And in fighting those urges, sometimes I lost. By the third vineyard, I felt like I was flirting with disaster.

  We were standing at the bar in the tasting room. We were the only people there, not counting the young woman pouring our samples. It was cold and gray and rainy outside, but inside, it was warm and comfortable. The room was small and intimate. There was a fireplace in the corner, crackling away, and wed stripped off our coats and scarves.

  Jon leaned on the bar next to me. “I think the Chardonnays overrated,” he said. “What do you think?”

  I knew I was standing too close. I knew I was looking at him a bit too much. Part of me knew it was wrong, but I liked the fact that I saw appreciation in his eyes when I did it. Even after all these years, I wanted his approval. I wanted to make him happy. “I think Im drunk enough, I cant tell the difference.”

  He laughed, and I looked over to see him watching me, his eyes intense. And then, he did move closer. He did put his hand on the small of my back, and he leaned dangerously close. “Thank you for coming with me today, Zach.”

  My heart was suddenly racing, and I felt a bit giddy. “It was a good idea.”

  “We were always going to do this,” he said, and his hand moved higher on my back. Did I lean closer to him as he did it, or was that just the wine? “We talked a lot about touring the vineyards in California,” he said.

  “I wish we had.” And at that moment, I meant it. It wasnt that I wished we were still together. I just wished I had more good memories in my head than bad.

  He was watching me, looking into my eyes. It would have been so easy to kiss him. It would have been easy to lose myself to him again. Not because I still loved him, but because I suddenly remembered so clearly how good it had felt when I had.

  And then I thought about Angelo, and I immediately felt guilty. I loved Angelo beyond all reason. The last thing in the world Id want to do is hurt him. And when I looked at Jon, I saw my guilt mirrored back at me. There wasnt a doubt in my mind he was thinking of Cole.

  We both looked down at the ground, as if we could see the yawning chasm of lost years between us.

  And then we both took a step back.
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  Matt…


  JARED and I were the first ones downstairs for dinner. Angelo arrived a few minutes later. He was like a kid, squirming in his chair, and I could tell he was practically bursting with the need to talk.


  “Whats up with you?” I asked him.


  His smile was huge, and it confirmed that I was right. He had something he was dying to share with somebody, but he shook his head at me. “Ill tell you later,” he said. “I should tell Zach first.”


  “Whered you go today?” Jared asked him.


  Apparently that he could talk about because he immediately launched into an enthusiastic description of whatever churches and museums he and Cole had been to that day.


  Then Zach came in. Even I could see that he was acting strange, and not just because he was half-drunk. He seemed nervous, and embarrassed about something, and completely unable to meet Angelos eyes, although he made a point of leaning over and kissing him.


  “Did you have fun today?” Zach asked him.


  Angelos eyes were practically glowing when he looked at Zach, but all he said was, “Yeah. How bout you? Whatd you do?”

  Zachs cheeks turned a bit red, and he fiddled with his silverware to avoid meeting Angelos eyes. “Jon and I did a vineyard tour.”

  Angelos smile disappeared from his face, and his eyebrows went down a little. “Just the two of you?”

  Zach finally looked over at him, and whether it was anger or guilt in his eyes, I couldnt have said, but he sounded defensive when he answered. “Jared and Matt were in Versailles all day, and you went with Cole. What was I supposed to do? Sit in the room alone?”
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  Angelo looked away without answering, and Jared and I both made a point of looking at our menus, even though they were in French and neither of us knew what they said. I couldnt help wishing George or even Cole would show up to lighten the mood. Unfortunately, the next person to arrive was Jon, and I felt like the air around our table was suddenly thick and heavy with tension.

  “Cole will be down in a minute,” he said to the table in general, and then he turned to Angelo. “Can I talk to you alone?”

  Everybody was surprised, Angelo more than anybody. He looked at Zach, and I wondered if there really was an accusation in his eyes, or if I only imagined it. Zach shrugged, and Angelo sighed, turning back to Jon. “Sure,” he said, and followed Jon to the other side of the room.

  We were all curious, and we watched them like they were the entertainment for the evening. Jon was doing most of the talking. Angelo was shocked at first, and then angry, and then embarrassed, and I was unbelievably curious. Finally he crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head emphatically. Jon sighed. He said something else, and he gave Angelo something—a business card?—and they came back to the table and sat down. Neither of them said a word. They werent even looking at any of the rest of us.

  Talk about awkward.

  “Is your dad coming to dinner?” I finally asked Jon, mostly just to break the strained silence.

  “Not tonight,” Jon said. “Hes pretty worn out from the trip.”

  “Thats too bad,” I said, and I meant it because I would rather have talked to George than to Cole or Jon or Zach at that moment.

  Cole arrived, bubbly and babbling and as annoying as always. He still bugged the shit out of me, but even I had to admit that the entire table seemed to breathe a sigh of relief when he sat down. He kept things lively. I had to give him that.

  He called the waiter over and ordered what must have been half the menu for us, after which he and Jared fell into a conversation about what had become of old college acquaintances. I tried to engage Angelo in conversation, but received only halfhearted one-syllable answers. He
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  seemed lost in his thoughts, and I finally gave up and left him alone. Instead, I found myself watching Jon and Zach.

  Id thought before how they reminded me of magnets. One minute, you could see them drawing each other in, and the next minute, they were repelling each other, as if they couldnt have taken a step toward each other even if they tried. Watching them now at dinner, that impression seemed truer than ever. Some moments I could have sworn they were lovers again. Other moments it seemed like they could barely stand to look at each other. But no matter which moment they were in, there was one thing that could not be denied: there was energy between them.

  I watched them leaning close to each other and then leaning away. Almost touching, and then both turning to their partners, as if hoping to be saved. I wondered if Cole was really as oblivious as he seemed, or if he was just putting up a good front. I looked over at Angelo, who was staring at his plate. I almost wanted to kick him. I wanted to tell him to wake up to what was going on next to him. Normally, he would have noticed. Normally, he would have been suspicious as I was. But he was apparently caught up in his own excitement too much to realize that Zach was not himself. I couldnt help thinking Zach was getting off easy, but then I saw Zach looking at Angelo, and I could tell by the look in his eyes that he wanted nothing more than to take Angelo upstairs, away from Jon.

  Laughter erupted on my other side, and I turned to see Cole and Jared still engrossed in their conversation.

  “Oh, honey, how could you have known that he was allergic to peanuts? Anyway, it served him right after what he did to Terry—”

  “Terry?” Jared said, still laughing. “No. I think Terry got exactly what he deserved!”

  “Sweets, you only say that because of what happened with the barbecue sauce.”

  “No, that I might have forgiven, but the water balloon was the last straw.”

  Cole laughed. He reached out and grabbed Jareds arm, pulling him close. He said something low in his ear, and Jared burst out laughing again. I watched them, fascinated for some reason I couldnt quite identify. They interacted with the surety of lifelong friends, or of brothers. Sure, Cole touched Jared—a lot—but I began to realize that he wasnt exactly doing it on purpose. It was simply his nature, and he was at ease enough with Jared that his actions were completely uninhibited. Jared was animated when he was with Cole, and they laughed a lot as they talked, but at no point did Jared touch him back. At no point did he even seem to register the fact that Cole was touching him.

  They were drinking, laughing, simply having fun, both of them seemingly without a care in the world.

  I looked away from them to the other side of the table, where Zach and Jon continued their strange, tense, magnetic dance.

  And at that moment, the truth hit me so hard, it left me a bit stunned: Cole really was no threat to me.

  Of course, Id known it all along, way back in the rational part of my brain. But somehow, Id still been jealous. Id been so sure that every time Jared was with Cole, he was thinking about all the times theyd been in bed together. Id been worried that he missed the sex.

  Watching them together now, I could see that there was nothing but friendship between them. Unlike Zach and Jon, who seemed to constantly be aware of one another, constantly circling one another, constantly catching each others eye and then looking away, Jared and Cole interacted in a way that was, for lack of a better description, completely casual. There was no tension between them at all. Jared acted with Cole the way he did with Zach, or the way I did with Angelo—absolutely at ease.

  “Hey,” I said to Jared when there was a bit of a break in his conversation with Cole. He turned to look at me, and his smile was suddenly replaced by guilt. Hed forgotten I was there, and now he felt bad about it. I didnt want that. “Im going to bed,” I told him.

  “Im sorry—” he started to say, but I cut him off.

  “Dont be. Im just tired.” Tired was a bit of an understatement, actually. Exhausted was more accurate. “Besides, youre having fun.”

  “Ill be up in just a few minutes.”

  “Dont hurry,” I said. “You dont get to see him very often. You should spend time together while you can.”

  He glanced sideways at Cole, who was pointedly not listening to our conversation, then back at me. His expression was a mixture of relief and disbelief. “Are you mad?”

  “Not a bit,” I said, and when I still saw doubt in his eyes, I tugged one of his curls, simply because I knew it would make him smile.

  “You sure?” he asked.

  “Positive.” I kissed his cheek. “Everythings fine,” I whispered in his ear. “I promise.”


  Zach…


  ANGELO was strangely withdrawn the entire meal. My attempts to talk to him were as unsuccessful as Jons were to engage Cole, and Jon and I somehow found ourselves seemingly in our own little world. I suspected we were both anxious to be out of it. Matts suspicious scrutiny of us was unwavering. I couldnt help but wish hed go back to being jealous of Cole instead. It was a relief to finally leave the dinner table.


  I followed Angelo out of the dining room and across the lobby to the elevator, and each step away from Jon was like a pound off of my chest. Leaving his presence left me feeling like I could actually breathe again for the first time all day. I did not love him—not anymore, at least—and I knew just as surely that he did not love me. He loved Cole. He practically worshiped him, as I worshiped Angelo, and whatever had happened between us on the tour had been the result of alcohol and nostalgia and nothing more.


  I didnt want to spend another day with him. I wanted nothing more than to leave Paris, to take Angelo and fly back to Colorado and our normal life together.


  Angelo and I were alone in the elevator, and as soon as the doors closed, I pulled him into my arms. I buried my face in his hair. I lifted his shirt and ran my hand up the smooth skin of his back. I rejoiced in the familiar feel of his slim body against mine.


  “I love you so much,” I told him, and I felt the truth of the words inside of me. I hated that seeing Jon could make me forget how much I loved Angelo, even if it had only been for a moment.


  “You okay, Zach?” he asked, his voice muffled against my chest. “Youre actin weird.”

  I laughed and held him tighter. “So are you.”

  Before he could answer, the elevator dinged, announcing our arrival on our floor, and I let him go. I followed him to our room, thinking the entire time about how much I wanted to hold him, and kiss him, and make love to him. I wanted to lose myself in my worship of him, and forget everything else that had happened since that morning. But when we got back to our room, he resisted my efforts to pull him close.

  “Not yet, Zach,” he said, sidestepping me. He crossed the room and turned to look at me with scared eyes. “I have to talk to you about somethin first.”

  I sighed and tried to be a good sport about having to wait to tear his clothes off. “Are you going to tell me what you and Jon were arguing about?”

  “We werent arguin,” he said. “Not really….” He hesitated for a minute, and I could tell he was trying to decide what to say. What he apparently decided on was, “I have somethin I need to tell you.”

  “Okay.”

  The next sentence seemed to take a great deal of effort. “Somethin happened today. Somethin important.”

  “With Cole?” I asked. I wondered if theyd somehow ended up in bed together again, although Jon had looked only bewildered and confused when I saw him with Angelo, not furious as he would have been if Cole had cheated on him.

  “No, not with Cole. I mean, at the church.”

  “Did you find God?” I asked, smiling, but he didnt smile back.

  “I dont know if it was God,” he said, “but I found something.”

  I hadnt quite realized until that moment how serious he was. It wasnt easy for Angelo to open up, even to me. The fact that he was obviously trying meant that it was important. I pushed all thoughts of getting him naked to the back of my mind. I sat down and said, “Im listening.”

  “Sainte-Chapelle was amazing, Zach.”

  “Thats what Ive heard.”

  “They call it the jewel box. Did you know that?”
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  “I didnt.”

  He nodded, his eyes unfocused as he thought back on it. “Thats what its like, Zach. Like bein in a jewel box. Or in a magic castle.” He glanced at me briefly, his cheeks turning red, waiting to see if I would laugh at him for that. When I didnt, he went on, sounding more sure of himself now. “You cant tell from the outside, but the inside is unbelievable. Almost like there are no walls at all. Just stained glass everywhere. It looks like its made of lace.”

  “Cole said that when you saw it, youd wonder how it even stood.”

  He nodded. “Hes right. Cant quite believe people built it at all.”

  “So what happened?”

  “I was there, lookin at all those windows. Cole was off somewhere else, talkin to the guy givin us the tour. Not many people there yet. I felt like it was just me.” He stopped short, looking at me, his eyes glowing with excitement and awe. “Just me, Zach,” he said.

  That was obviously an important point, and yet, I knew I was missing it. “Im not following you,” I said.

  “I was the only thing in the jewel box.”

  I was surprised to hear a tremor in his voice. Not because he never cried. On the contrary, he cried in front of me easily, and it embarrassed him, every time. He saw it as weakness. Hed spent his whole life holding his emotions inside, never allowing anyone to see them. His instinct with others was to attack, or to joke, or simply to walk away. If anybody else had been in the room, he would have had no problem keeping his emotions in check. But hed let his guard down with me long ago without ever meaning to, and for better or worse, hed never been able to raise it again. When it was only the two of us, he couldnt seem to stop his feelings from pouring through that gap. Still, it made me realize that whatever had happened at Sainte-Chapelle had touched him in a very profound way.

  “Go on,” I said.

  “I know Ive never made things easy, Zach.”

  The apparent change of subject caught me off guard. “What do you mean?”
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  “Im not good enough for you. Never have been.”

  “Of course you are.”

  “Im not. Ive always known it. From day one. I been a bitch to live with. And I kept you at arms length for a long time now.”

  “Not so much anymore,” I said. “And I always understood.”

  “Its not fair to you, Zach,” he said, looking down at the floor. “And its gotta end.”

  End? My heart started to pound. “What do you mean?”

  “Its time I quit pretendin.”

  I was glad I was already sitting down because my legs couldnt have held me at that moment. All the doubts Id had about what hed been doing online came crashing down on me, drowning me, making it impossible for me to breathe. “Angelo,” I said, my voice hoarse, “youre scaring the hell out of me.”

  “I gotta quit puttin you through it at all,” he said.

  My hands were shaking, and I could barely make my voice work. “Youre leaving me?” I finally asked, although I was terrified of hearing the answer.

  His head jerked up, and his eyes were wide and full of surprise. “No!”

  In the blink of an eye, the wave receded, and I could breathe again. I took a deep gasping breath of air and willed my heart to stop pounding.

  “Why would you even think that, Zach?” he asked.

  “You said it had to end,” I said, practically laughing with relief.

  “I didnt mean us!”

  “Jesus, Ang, you just about gave me a heart attack!” He was looking at me with obvious concern. I waved my hand at him. “Go on. Im sure the panic will subside in a minute.” I was trying to joke, but it came out flat. He still looked confused, and it took him a second to start talking again.

  “Well,” he finally said, “I guess what Im sayin is, I been worried since Vegas that Im not the guy you deserve—”

  “Angelo, you are—”
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  “Zach!” he snapped. “Let me finish!”

  It took a ridiculous amount of effort to not protest, but I took a deep breath and managed to say instead, “Im sorry. Go on.”

  His annoyance at my interruption melted away, and he was left looking shy and uncertain once again. “I guess what Im tryin to tell you is, I see now the only way to quit wonderin when youll meet the guy you deserve is for me to start bein’ the guy you deserve.”

  “You already are the guy I deserve.”

  “No, Zach,” he said, shaking his head. “Im just the guy you love.”

  I didnt really understand what he was getting at, but I didnt care. I was still so relieved to know he wasnt leaving me, the rest of it didnt matter. I went to him and took his face in my hands. I had to brush his hair out of his eyes so I could look into them. “Youre right about that at least: you are the guy I love.”

  “When we get home, Im gonna start bein both.”

  “I hope you know you dont need to change anything for me.”

  I could feel him trembling, and his voice was shaky when he asked, “What if I want to change something for me?”

  “Then Ill help you any way I can.”

  “I know you been wonderin what Im lookin at online.”

  Just when I thought I was following him, he had to go and change the subject again. It surprised me, as it always did. “I have been curious.”

  “I been afraid youd laugh at me.”

  “Ill try not to.”

  It took him a second, and a deep breath to gather his courage. And then he said, “I wanna go back to school.”

  I almost did laugh, but not for the reason he probably expected. After everything that had gone through my head—all my fears that he had met somebody else, or was looking for a new job or his own place to live—to find out now that it was something as innocuous as wanting to finish his education was an enormous relief.

  “Why didnt you tell me, Ang?”

  “Cause once I told you, Id have to start. And if I didnt ever start, I couldnt fail.”

  It was so simple. And yet, how many people could have admitted that fact so honestly to themselves even, let alone to somebody else? It was an impressive amount of insight for him to have, and I was struck once again by how intelligent he really was. He lacked confidence because of his past, and he covered that up with bravado. But underneath it all, he was smart. Probably smarter than any of the rest of us. “You wont fail,” I said. “Not if its something you want.”

  “I can go to Front Range in Longmont to get my GED. Theres a seminar to get ready, and then I have to take the test there. But after that, I can do a bunch online.”

  “Thats good.”

  “But if that works out, Zach….” And here he hesitated again, his cheeks turning red. “I wanna go to a real school.”

  “Like CU?”

  He shrank in on himself a bit at that. “Not that big,” he said. “I was thinkin maybe UNC in Greeley.”

  “You want us to move to Greeley?”

  He looked more unsure of himself now. “Maybe.”

  I wasnt sure how I felt about that—Id never been impressed with the place myself—but I hadnt been there in more than ten years. Like most of the cities along the Front Range, it had grown and changed a lot in that time. And besides, what Angelo was talking about was still two or three years away. My gut told me that was about as long as we could expect the video store in Coda to last anyway. We had plenty of time to formulate a plan.

  “What do you want to study at UNC?”

  “I dont know,” he said, shrugging. “Its not like I want to go be an accountant like Jon or anything. I just….” He stopped, looking embarrassed again. “I just want to learn more.”

  “Theres nothing wrong with that,” I assured him, and he looked relieved. “You still havent told me what happened with Jon.”

  “I been thinkin bout goin back to school for a while. But I wasnt sure I could do it, and I was scared to try. So today, we were at the church. Cole and me. And I was standin in the jewel box. And it was like… an epiphany, I guess. Cause I knew in that moment I could do it, Zach. And I was so excited, and I wanted to tell you, but you werent there. So I told Cole.” He stopped short, looking worried. “You mad?”

  “Why would I be?”

  “Cause I told Cole before I told you.”

  “Im not mad,” I assured him. Yes, he had told Cole first, but not because he trusted Cole more. It had only been because Cole had been there with him and I hadnt. “But Im still confused what it has to do with Jon.”

  “Well, when we got back, Cole mustve talked to him. Jons his accountant, you know.” I didnt know that, but it made sense. “And Jon came to me. He said Cole told him he wanted to pay for me to go back to school. He told Jon to set up an account for me.”

  “Holy shit!”

  “I told him no.”

  “Holy shit!”

  “And Jon said he understood why I didnt want to take Coles money, even though he said Cole could afford to send me to college ten times over and not blink an eye. But he said he could set it up as a loan, and I could pay Cole back. He said hed even charge me interest if itd make me feel better.”

  “Thats incredible!”

  “Still not sure I want it, Zach,” he said. “Seems wrong to take it, even as a loan.” Turning the money down did seem like the honorable thing to do. I wasnt sure I could have been so honorable in his place. “Jon said there were other loans, too, and hed help me with the applications. He told me to think about it and call him when Im ready.”

  “Thats great.”

  “Not sure yet if I want to try to do it by myself, or if thats just stupid.”

  “One step at a time,” I told him. “We can take care of the community college. That gives us a couple of years to decide about the rest.” I pulled him close again and kissed the top of his head. “Well work it out,” I said.

  That was obviously what he needed to hear. His eyes were bright and clear, and he smiled up at me with obvious relief. “I love you,” he said.

  I knew how he felt about me, but it was still a rare thing for him to be able to say the words. And this time he sounded more sure saying them than he ever had before. “You are my north,” I said, and he laughed.

  “Zach?”

  “Yeah?”

  “Shut up and kiss me.”

  He sure as hell didnt have to tell me twice.


  THE next day we went to the Louvre. Angelo was unbelievably excited. He had a list of things he wanted to see. I figured Id be lucky to be able to keep up.


  The place was completely insane. It was far bigger than any museum had a right to be. The first thing we did was make sure everybody had everybody elses cell phone numbers because there was no way wed be able to stay together. Then we picked one of the cafés as a meeting point. And then we started.


  Matt, Jared, and George went one way. Cole was, of course, leading Angelo by the hand to see something (I didnt know what), and I found, to my complete dismay, that I was left with Jonathan.


  The two of us walked in an awkward silence, trailing behind Angelo and Cole. They moved quickly, never staying long at any one piece. They were both beautiful, although in very different ways, and they obviously enjoyed being together. Angelo looked back at me occasionally, and I saw flirtatious looks between Jon and Cole, but they didnt feel inclined to slow down for us, and neither Jon nor I seemed quite as excited about the art anyway.
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  “Theyre a lot alike, arent they?” Jon said at last, breaking the silence between us.

  Id been thinking the exact same thing. “They are.”

  “And yet,” Jon said with confusion, “nothing alike at all.” And, of course, I knew what he meant. Angelo wasnt at all flamboyant or feminine, as Cole was. And I was pretty sure Cole had never in his life owned a pair of combat boots.

  “Jared said Coles dad is dead, and he and his mom dont get along?”

  “She barely even acknowledges him.”

  “Because hes gay?”

  He shook his head. “No. Because shes a selfish bitch. He invited her to the wedding, of course. If he was having a huge event, where she could be seen, shed probably come. But not for anything this low-key. She claimed she was busy. Too busy to see her only son get married.” He glanced over at me. “I havent even met her yet,” he said, “but Im not sure I can be gracious when I do.”

  “Angelos never known his dad,” I told him. “He left before he was born. His mom left, too, when he was little. He grew up in foster homes.” I wondered briefly if I should be telling him these things, but it helped explain why Angelo and Cole seemed to be kindred spirits, and it helped keep my mind off of other things. “She just got back in touch with him again a couple of years ago. He tries to keep an open mind, but he hasnt really forgiven her yet.” Lizzy had invited Neta to Christmas the year before without telling Angelo. Shed probably envisioned tearful forgiveness in front of the tree on Christmas morning. It hadnt happened. Although Angelo had handled the incident better than I might have expected, it was quite clear he wasnt ready to let twenty years of abandonment go. And it sure hadnt endeared Lizzy to him any either.

  Jon looked ahead to where Cole and Angelo stood side by side, their heads tipped together as they discussed the painting they stood in front of. “Do you find it strange that weve ended up with men who are so much alike?” Jon asked, looking over at me. It was something that had occurred to me, too, but I was surprised he would say anything. It was a question
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  that seemed to step dangerously close to that empty place inside us both— the place that had been us. “I think,” he went on shakily, “it explains a lot.”

  His eyes on mine were nervous, and seemed to be begging me for some kind of explanation. I turned away without giving him an answer. It wasnt that I had none to give. It was simply that I was too much of a coward.


  AFTER a few hours in the Louvre, I was lost and completely overwhelmed. Everything became jumbled, one painting blurring into the next. Even the Mona Lisa was a bit of a disappointment. I was relieved when the day was finally over.


  Dinner that night was a lot of fun. Unlike restaurants back home, the wait staff didnt rush to bring us our drinks or our food. In fact, they didnt rush to do anything. They also didnt shove the check under anybodys nose the minute they brought dessert. It seemed to be expected that we would linger for hours, and we did.


  Cole seemed to feel it was easier to simply order for us, and we had plates and plates of food filling our table. We had both red and white wine.

  “I picked a Spanish Gran Reserva for you, Zach,” Cole said. “I know Jonny likes Chianti, but Im sure he can make do.” I found it strange that he knew my favorite wine, and when I looked at Jon, I could see that it embarrassed him. But it sure didnt stop me from drinking the wine.

  “This food is amazing,” Matt said, and everybody agreed. Everybody except Jon.

  “This is nothing,” he said, smiling at Cole. “We should make Cole cook some night. His cookings even better.”

  Cole grinned at him. “You say that every time,” he said, but I could tell he was pleased.

  Matt surprised me by getting a bit more drunk than he normally did. He was usually so reserved and in control, but when he was drunk, he was looser. He laughed more. And he let himself touch Jared more. One minute he was talking football with George, and the next thing I knew he
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  had a handful of Jareds hair and was whispering something into his ear. Next to him, George looked absolutely stunned. He looked over at Jon in surprise.

  “You spent the whole day with them,” Jon said in amusement. “You never figured it out.”

  “I thought they were friends,” George said.

  “We are,” Jared said. “Were just friends who spend a lot of time together naked.” Matt laughed, although he still had his lips on Jareds neck. One of his hands moved to Jareds thigh. He pulled Jareds hair harder and said something else in his ear. Jareds eyes actually drifted shut, and his cheeks started to turn red.

  “My goodness, doll,” Cole said, “youre making him blush!”

  Matt pulled away from Jared, and although his cheeks were a bit red, he met Coles gaze with a mocking smile. “Are you talking to me?” he asked in a perfect Robert DeNiro impression.

  “Who else would I be talking to?”

  “Angelo.”

  Angelos eyebrows went up in surprise, as did Coles. “Angelos not the one climbing into Jareds lap at the dinner table,” Cole said.

  “I know,” Matt said, “but you said „doll, which is Angelo.” He grinned wickedly at Cole. “Im buttercup, remember?”

  For a moment, Cole was actually speechless, something I suspected didnt happen very often. His mouth was open, but he seemed to have no idea what to say. And then his entire face seemed to open up—like whatever mask hed been wearing was suddenly gone, revealing something underneath that was bright and unabashedly pleased—and he laughed. His laugh was light and melodious and feminine, but one hundred percent genuine. “Dear lord, you really do have a sense of humor! All this time, I thought Jared was making it up!”

  “Told you,” Jared said. His cheeks were still a bit red, and I could tell by the way he looked at Matt that he wished Matt was still whispering in his ear.

  “Matts cool,” Angelo said to Cole, although he winked over at Matt as he said it. “You just piss him off more than anybody else on the planet, thats all.”

  “Ive been assuming all this time you were cranky with everyone. Buttercup.”

  “Nope,” Matt said. “Just you.” It was strange to sit there while they discussed it so matter-of-factly. It was made even more strange by the wolfish grin on Matts face.

  Cole seemed to think about that for a minute. Then he stood up from the table. He walked around to where Matt sat. “Excuse me, sweets,” he said as he pushed Jared out of his chair, and pushed the chair out of the way. And then….

  He sat down in Matts lap. Matt was obviously surprised, but he wasnt about to let Cole get the upper hand, so he stayed still. Cole put his arms around Matts neck and leaned in close to him. They were practically nose to nose, and I thought for sure that Cole was going to kiss him.

  “Oh, buttercup,” he said, “dont you know I was rooting for you all along?”

  Matt sat there, completely still, looking stunned as he thought about it, much as Cole had done a few moments before. And suddenly, he threw his head back and burst out laughing. Unlike Coles laugh, Matts was deep and loud, something that came from deep inside his chest and made everyone in the restaurant turn our way. It made Cole smile too. He leaned forward and whispered something in Matts ear, and kissed him on the cheek. Matt was still laughing. And then, in the blink of an eye, Cole was up again, patting Jared on the arm and putting his chair back, and calling to the waiter in French for something (I suspected it was more wine).

  “Can you believe it?” Angelo asked me, quiet enough that only I heard. “Never thought Mattd be able to let it go and be Coles friend.”

  “It is surprising.”

  “Surprising? Its crazy! Its like theres somethin bout Paris that makes people want to forgive each other. And be in love. And get married!”

  “Youre drunk.”

  He laughed. “Maybe,” he said. “But you still have no sense of romanticism.”

  He turned away from me then, to ask George a question. Everybody was talking again and laughing. But I was watching Matt and Jared. I saw Jared slide his hand across the table to grip Matts arm. I saw the look he gave him. It was relief and thankfulness. And love. And the look Matt gave him in return was like he was barely managing to keep from jumping Jared right there at the table. And I knew they sure as hell werent going to be fighting that night either.

  Maybe Angelo was right. Maybe there was something.

  I still suspected it was the wine.


  THE next morning was Sunday. It was the day of the ceremony and the Super Bowl. There was a knock on our door again around eight. Angelo was in the shower, so I dragged myself out of bed to answer it. It was Jon, wearing his jogging clothes.


  “Matts a bit hung over,” he said. “You up for a run?”


  And that was how I found myself jogging with my ex along the banks of the Seine on the very morning of his wedding. It was simply too weird for words.


  The sky was clear, and the air was crisp and cold. The narrow brick trail was lined with trees on one side and the sparkling river on the other, occasionally passing under arched stone bridges. Majestic white buildings rose on the opposite bank. I wondered what they were. Angelo would have known. Jon might have, too, but I was reluctant to ask.


  Even jogging in a place so foreign, everything about it was familiar. The tempo of our feet slapping against the pavement, our breath visible in the frosty air, the line of his shoulders and his back as he jogged in front of me. He had ever been a step or two ahead.


  “Youre slower,” he said jokingly after the first mile.


  


  “I was always slow,” I reminded him. “You never did like to wait for me.”


  


  I regretted saying it immediately. Once again, it felt like we had stepped too close to that piece of us that we could not face, and we didnt talk again for at least a mile.


  When we were almost back to the hotel, he stopped at a café for a bottle of water. I couldnt help watching him as he drank it. I still found him attractive, although not in the purely exotic way that Angelo was. Jon was more the boy next door, always with his hair well cut and his clothes just right.


  Even in the cold morning air, he was sweating from the run, and the dark hair at his temples stuck to his skin. I thought about all the mornings wed returned from runs and fallen into bed together, hot and sweaty and so crazy about each other we could hardly get our clothes off fast enough. We always showered together afterward.


  Sweat ran down his neck as he drank half the bottle, and I remembered what it felt like to run my lips up his throat, and the way his Adams apple felt underneath my tongue. I remembered the way he tasted, and the way one hand always gripped my thigh as he pushed into me. I felt my body stir a bit at that thought, and I immediately felt guilty.


  “Zach,” he said, interrupting my thoughts. He was holding the bottled water out to me. I took it, feeling myself blush. His eyes on me were incredibly intense, and I had the uncomfortable feeling that he knew what Id been thinking. Even worse, I could feel his eyes on me as I took my drink of water. I couldnt help but wonder what memory jumped into his mind. Was it the way Id kissed him, or the sounds I made when we made love? Or was it the way Id turned away when hed asked me who Id been with the night before?


  Id loved him so much.

  I almost choked on the water, and I had to fight hard against a sudden lump in my throat. “Are you okay?” he asked. I closed my eyes


  and took a deep, shaking breath of air. When I looked at him again, I didnt see desire in his eyes. I didnt see condemnation either. I saw sympathy.


  “Zach,” he said, stepping close to me and taking my hand. “It doesnt have to be like this.”

  And God help me, at that moment, I wanted nothing more than to kiss him. I wanted to go back to the hotel and undress him one more time and forget the twelve years that wed lost. But hot on its heels came the guilt.

  I closed my eyes, pulling away, stepping backward and almost knocking over some poor old woman walking by.

  I hated myself. What I had done to him was bad enough. But how could I even think about going back now? He was about to marry Cole. And I had Angelo. Angelo, who I loved unconditionally. Who loved me unconditionally. I would have done anything for him. And yet, for just a moment there, Id forgotten about him completely. Id betrayed him. And the fact that he never had to know about it didnt change a thing.

  “Zach?” Jon said, but I turned away. I walked away, and left him there alone. I was relieved when he let me go.


  I COULDNTgo back to the hotel. I couldnt face Angelo. I was sure that


  he would take one look at me and somehow know what I had done. He would look in my eyes and see the desire I had felt for another man. And not just any man either, but Jonathan, the man hed always been jealous of.


  It was absurd. I didnt want Jonathan back. Not really. It was far too late to try to reclaim what we might have had, and I wouldnt have given up Angelo for anything. But I couldnt help wondering how different my life would be if I had only faced Jonathan rather than driving him away.


  I wandered aimlessly until I started to get cold. I was wearing only my jogging clothes, and while theyd been enough to keep me warm as I ran, now that I was walking, they were completely insufficient. I was getting hungry too. I stopped walking and looked around. Id been stumbling around with my eyes on the past, and now I was completely lost.


  The buildings around me didnt help at all. Everything looked the same. I went to the next intersection, looking for a landmark, hoping to find anything that looked familiar. I could see the Tuileries Gardens only a block or two ahead, with the sun glinting off the Seine on the other side. That meant the hotel was behind me, but I wasnt sure if I needed to go
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  east or west. I checked the street signs, although I had no idea why. Knowing what street I was on told me nothing. I cursed myself for never having paid attention when we were out walking around. Id blindly followed wherever Cole led, never bothering to actually get my bearings in the city.


  It took me another hour of wandering to find the hotel, by which point I was angry, bitter, and freezing cold. As if that wasnt enough, I was also starving.


  “Where the hell have you been?” Angelo asked when I got back to the room. He didnt seem to be angry so much as confused, but it annoyed me nonetheless.


  “I got lost,” I snapped.

  “Wasnt Jon with you?” he asked.

  Shit. I should have known that question would come next, and I


  didnt know how to answer. I didnt want to tell Angelo what had happened, but I wasnt good at lying on the fly. I couldnt think of any reason to give him for having left Jon standing on the corner while I wandered around Paris on my own. I tried to cover up my discomfort by saying, “I need to shower.” I turned and headed for the bedroom, but he followed me.


  “What happened, Zach?”

  “Nothing.”

  “I know youre lyin.”

  Of course he did. “I dont want to talk about it.”

  “Did you get in a fight?”

  “No.” If only it had been that simple.

  “Then tell me what the fuck happened.” He was suspicious now at


  my evasiveness, and hurt that I didnt trust him, and probably a little bit pissed too.


  “I said I don’t want to talk about it.”

  “Zach,” he said, his voice low and angry, and I knew he was about to ask me another question, but he was interrupted by a knock on the door. I hoped he couldnt see how relieved I was.
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  Angelo walked to the door and opened it to find Jonathan on the other side.


  Jon looked embarrassed. He barely glanced at me, and he couldnt look at Angelo at all. He looked at the floor and said, “Id like to talk to Zach.”


  Angelo turned to glare at me. If he was suspicious before, he was doubly so now. The seconds seemed to tick by in slow motion as Angelo considered it. He had one hand on the doorknob, and I wouldnt have been surprised to see him shut it in Jons face. My heart was pounding. Part of me wondered what Jon wanted to say. Part of me was scared to find out.


  Angelo was still looking at me with accusation in his eyes. “Zach?” he asked, obviously expecting me to say either yes or no.

  I couldnt stand it. I didnt have the strength to deal with either one of them at the moment, and now both of them were staring at me, both of them waiting for me to answer. One was hopeful and the other angry. One wanted me to say yes, and the other was demanding that I say no.

  I had no idea what to do, and in the end, I took a page out of Angelos book and said simply, “What the fuck ever.”

  Angelos eyes flashed and his jaw clenched, but he opened the door for Jon. He didnt even look at me as he pushed past me on his way to the bedroom, and I knew Id be working to smooth things over with him once Jon was gone. I hoped I could handle it.

  Jon came in and closed the door, not quite looking at me, and I sat down on the back of the couch and waited for him to speak. He seemed to be working up the nerve to say whatever it was that was on his mind, and I waited. It helped because it gave me time to calm down a bit. I took some deep breaths and made myself relax. My heart slowed to something like a reasonable pace, and the anger Id felt before faded. It left me feeling slightly sick. And exhausted. And incredibly guilty. In the end, it was me who broke the silence.

  “Im really happy for you and Cole,” I said, and I was surprised to realize how much I meant it. I noticed, too, how just hearing Coles name made him smile.

  “Thank you,” he said. “Im happy for you too. I wasnt before, when
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  we saw each other in Vegas. But I am now.”

  “Do you think were both finally where we need to be?”

  “Yes,” he said. “And its a good place for both of us.” He was right. Id known from the moment Id watched Angelo washing paint from the brushes in the back room of A to Z that he was going to become my whole life. And I had no regrets about that at all. “Im glad you came. I knew youd have reservations about it. About seeing me again. But I dont want things to be bad between us.”

  “I know.”

  He turned to look at me, and he looked hurt and confused. I tried not to think how many times Id seen that look on his face before. And every time, it had been my fault. “Id hoped wed be able to put the past behind us,” he said. “Isnt that what you want?”

  “Yes,” I sighed. More than anything, I wanted that too. I wanted to look at him and not feel the guilt bearing down on me.

  “I want for us to be friends.” There was a tightness in his voice that surprised me. He was fighting tears. I still knew him well enough to know that. “I want for us to be able to see each other without so much pain.”

  “Id like that too,” I said. “I just seem to have a harder time with it than you.” He nodded, and for a moment there was only silence. I hesitated, debating how much to say. It was hard, but it seemed that this was my chance to finally set things right. I knew if I let it pass me by, Id regret it in the end. “I dont know how you can not hate me,” I finally said.

  “I never did,” he said, shaking his head. “It might have been easier if I had. I wished for a long time that things had been different.”

  “I feel terrible about the way it ended,” I said, “and the things I did.”

  He waved his hand at me dismissively, although the pain in his eyes belied his casual gesture. “It was twelve years ago.”

  “That doesnt excuse it.”

  He sighed heavily. “I know. Im not saying it does. But I spent a long time looking back. A long time.”

  “Im sorry about that.”

  “Dont be. Its part of what got me where I am today.”

  “Im not sure that excuses it either.”

  He thought about that for a moment, then he stepped closer. We were close to the same height, but with me sitting on the back of the couch, I had to look up to meet his eyes. “You know that Robert Frost quote, „the best way out is always through? I finally know what that means, Zach. Looking back doesnt get you anywhere. For the first time in twelve years, Im looking forward. And I like what I see.”

  “Can you ever forgive me?”

  He put his hand on the back of my neck, his fingers in my hair, his thumb brushing my cheek. After twelve years apart, it was a gesture that was still heartbreakingly familiar. “I already did.” He stopped, hesitated, much as I had done. Like he was trying to decide how much to say. And like me, he apparently decided that this was the best opportunity we would ever have. “We loved each other so much, Zach,” he said quietly. “Sometimes Im still not sure how we let it go so wrong.”

  “It was my fault—”

  “It wasnt.” He shook his head. “Not yours alone, at any rate.”

  “If only I had talked to you—”

  “If only I had let you live your life the way you wanted to live it, you wouldnt have felt the need to push me away.”

  That hit home—the fact that he knew what he had done. Maybe he hadnt known back then, but he did now. I felt a lump form in my throat, and my voice was shaky when I said, “I wanted so much to be good enough for you.”

  “You were,” he said quietly. “Im sorry I didnt realize it.”

  “Jonathan….” My voice was thick with unshed tears, and I fought hard to keep them from forming. I had a feeling if I allowed myself to start crying now, Id never stop. “Im so sorr—”

  “Shh,” he said, and his thumb brushed my lips. “No more apologies. It doesnt matter anymore. I have what I want, and you have what you want. You need to stop looking back at what we lost. I finally learned to let it go, Zach, and I think its time you did the same.”

  The lump in my throat threatened to choke me. My voice failed me completely. I could only nod.

  “Take care of Angelo,” he said, “and let him take care of you.” His eyes darted to my lips, and I realized what he was going to do only a second before it happened. I closed my eyes. And I didnt stop him.

  It wasnt erotic or romantic. But that brief kiss—his hand holding the back of my neck, the still-familiar softness of his touch, and the trembling of his breath against my lips—was one of the most powerful moments of my life.

  It was closure.

  I hadnt realized until the moment he gave it to me how much I had needed it. He let me go, and I sat there, eyes closed, my whole body shaking, until I heard the hotel room door close. When I opened them again, Angelo was there, waiting.

  I couldnt even face him. I knew hed be upset or jealous. Part of me knew I should be jumping up to reassure him. But I just didnt have the strength. I put my head in my hands and asked, “How much did you see?” I was fighting hard to get myself together.

  “Enough,” he said. But there was no anger in his voice. No accusation. I heard him cross the room to stand in front of me. I was afraid to look at his face. I was afraid of what I might find there. He put his hand on my shoulder. Just that tiny touch, so soft and yet so understanding. I was still sitting on the back of the couch, and I slowly looked up into his eyes. I saw only compassion.

  “Im so sorry, Ang,” I said. “I didnt mean—”

  “Shut up, Zach,” he said. His words were harsh, but his voice was gentle. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight, and I felt my control breaking. Emotions Id been fighting since wed arrived in Paris— maybe longer—welled up in my chest, threatening to suffocate me. The shame of not having been strong enough to make Jonathan happy, and the guilt for having hurt him so much, and the pain of losing him when all along, Id loved him so much. Angelos voice was a quiet whisper in my ear. “Just let it go,” he said. And the next thing I knew, I was sobbing in his arms. I had no strength to stop it. I gripped handfuls of his T-shirt, buried my face in his chest, and lost myself to the grief. My whole body shook with the force of it, and he only held me tighter.

  Id comforted him many times, but now our positions were reversed. For the first time ever, it was me who was broken and him making soothing sounds in my ear as he held me. “I know how much you loved him, Zach,” he said quietly. “I know how much it hurts.”

  And my sweet Angelo, who only two years earlier couldnt even bear to hear Jons name, comforted me while I finally mourned what Id lost twelve years before.


  IT WAS a good thing I had a few hours to get my shit together after that. Angelo eventually led me to the bed. I didnt believe at first that I could possibly sleep after what had happened, but I did. He woke me gently an hour later. “Go shower, Zach,” he said. “I ordered lunch. Itll be here in ten minutes.”


  The shower and the food helped immensely. After I ate, I lay down on the couch with my head in his lap. I still found it hard to meet his eyes. His hand landed gently on my head, and his fingers ran through my hair. It felt nice.


  “Tell me what happened,” he said.

  “Nothing.”

  “Don’t lie!”

  “Angelo, I cant—”

  “Did you really go jogging?”

  “Yes.”

  “Did you go back to his room?”

  “No!”

  “Did he kiss you?”

  “No.” But I knew I hesitated a heartbeat too long.

  “Did you kiss him?”

  “No,” I said, but it was only a whisper.

  “Zach?” he prompted.

  It was hard, but I did it. I took a deep breath and said, “I wanted to.”
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  I braced myself, waiting for him to yell or push me away. But he didnt. “Do you still love him?”

  “No.” And that was the truth.

  “Do you want him back, Zach? Do you want to go over to his room


  and beg him to leave Cole for you?”

  “No!”

  “So it was only a moment or two? Not the whole trip?” “Not the whole trip.”

  A second of silence, and then in a softer voice he asked, “Do you


  still love me, Zach?”

  “More than anything.”

  His fingers continued to move through my hair, soft and reassuring.


  “Then were fine,” he said quietly. “Were absolutely perfect.”


  His gentle words caused my eyes to fill with tears again, and I angrily wiped them away. I made myself sit up and face him. “How can you not be mad?”


  He shrugged. “I dont know, Zach. I dont have any ex-boyfriends out there anywhere, so I dont know whats normal and whats not. But seems to me that til now, you only remembered the bad stuff with Jon. And yet, you were with him three years. I know you loved him. There mustve been good times too.


  “Its different when were home, and hes in Arizona. You can pretend it never happened. But we been here with him five days now. Thats a lotta time to have to spend with him. And the fact that you had a moment or two where you finally remembered somethin good? Or maybe found yourself wonderin what mightve been? I cant say Im exactly thrilled about it. But I dont think I can be mad, either, Zach. I think it probably just makes you human.”


  It was such a relief. It felt like all the weight Id been carrying since wed learned about the trip was suddenly lifted from my shoulders. I loved him at that moment more than ever, although I wouldnt have believed it possible. I took his hand. I leaned over to kiss his palm. “You amaze me,” I told him. “Every single day.”
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  He used his hand on my cheek to guide me back up, forcing me to face him again, and for the first time in I didnt know how long, I saw a hint of fear in his eyes. It was something Id seen a lot in our first few months together. Id seen it less and less since Vegas. I didnt know when Id stopped seeing it completely, but it had been long enough that it surprised me now. It was small, only a ghost of what it used to be, but it was there.


  “Tell me again, Zach,” he said, his voice a bit shaky. “Tell me you still love me. Tell me Im still the one you want.”


  “Angel,” I said, pulling him into my arms, “you are my life, and my north, and my everything. I love you more than ever.”

  “Tell me were okay.”

  “Were absolutely perfect.”

  He put his arms around my neck, and I pulled him close and kissed him. His body fit against me so perfectly. His mouth opened under mine just right. I ran my hand up his back, and I loved that I could still make him shiver when I did it. I loved that when I reached the back of his neck, he sighed and deepened his kiss. And as I slowly undressed him, letting my fingers and my lips move over every part of his smooth, dark skin, I thought of all the ways he had surprised me. What had happened with Jon would have destroyed him back in Vegas. But here and now, he had handled it better than I had.

  He was so much stronger than before—much stronger than I had realized. He was my angel, and although I was stuck firmly on the ground, he allowed me to touch him, and hold him, and make love to him. I made it into an act of worship, as if I could reach heaven itself through him. I wouldnt have been surprised if it were true. It was long, and slow, and completely divine. I made it as good for him as I could, and if he didnt quite pass out from holding his breath, I was at least glad it took him a while to catch his breath.


  THE ceremony was simple. Jon wore a plain dark suit, conservative now as he had always been. Only his tie was unexpected. It was a bit brighter
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  than I ever would have imagined him buying. Coles version of a suit was considerably less conservative and exceedingly more fashionable. He looked like hed just walked off one of the Paris runways. Their vows were personal and very brief.


  Jon said only, “I promise to follow wherever you lead.” Coles quiet answer was, “And I promise to teach you to fly.” Jon smiled at that, and I wondered what those words could possibly


  mean to them.


  They kissed, a gentle, lingering kiss. It felt wrong for me to see it, and I looked away. I looked down in my lap. I felt Angelos hand on mine. His long, slender fingers tangled with mine. I looked over at his smiling face, and the shadows in my heart fled in the glory of his light. “I love you,” I whispered.


  “I know.”


  In lieu of a reception, Cole took us all out for dinner. The food was superb, and the wine expensive. George had somehow made arrangements ahead of time with the wait staff, and as the rest of us were served


  decadent desserts with thick chocolate sauces and fruity liqueurs, Jon was given a lump of something brown on a plate. Cole looked at it in obvious confusion, and Jons cheeks slowly turned bright red.


  “Very funny, Dad,” he said.

  “What in the world is it?” Cole asked.


  Matt had apparently been let in on the joke because he was laughing his ass off. George only smiled. “Its fruitcake,” he said. “Jons favorite.”


  After dinner, we took the bus to a bar, which turned out to be only a few blocks from our hotel. I was surprised when we walked in—it was a sports-themed bar, not the kind of place I pictured Cole in. He had obviously made arrangements ahead of time because they had a table waiting for us.


  “You had this planned all along?” Matt asked Cole, one eyebrow up. “Of course I did,” Cole said. “Im not completely selfish you know.” Matt laughed with joy and clapped Cole hard enough on the back


  that I was afraid he was going to knock him over. Cole winced. “Good lord,” he said quietly to Angelo once Matt had turned away. “I dont think Ill be doing him any more favors. That hurt.”


  “Tell me about it,” Angelo laughed.


  So we watched the Super Bowl. Matt, George, and Angelo cheered for the Chiefs. Jared seemed to oscillate between cheering with Matt and against him. His natural instinct was to bet against Matt like always, but he couldnt help wanting his partner to be happy. Jon, Cole, and I mostly drank wine and laughed at them, and in the end the Chiefs lost, although only barely. Matt took it well. The fact that he was extremely drunk helped.


  It was after three in the morning by the time it ended, and wed all had a bit too much to drink. We decided to walk back to the hotel rather than taking the bus, despite the fact that it was in the low thirties. The night felt crisp, our breaths puffing out in white clouds, and we wrapped our coats tight around us. Streetlamps reflected off of damp pavement. Occasional lone snowflakes drifted lazily to the ground, making everything mystical. The sidewalks were empty, and the buildings seemed to huddle close to the narrow street. It felt intimate and timeless.


  Behind us, Matt, Jared, and George were walking together, talking and laughing like theyd known each other forever. Jon and Cole were a few yards ahead of us, leading the way. I couldnt hear them, but even from that distance, I could tell that Cole was talking nonstop, and Jon was laughing at him. Or laughing with him. It seemed to be the same thing with those two. Cole seemed to always be trying to irk Jon in some small way, and Jon seemed to delight in letting him fail. Cole flew about like a butterfly, with no concern for mundane things like rent or mortgage payments, and Jon kept him tethered to the ground.


  It struck me again the ways Angelo and I were like them. Angelo was my angel, and I was ever on the ground, looking up at him. It was no wonder Jon and I hadnt been able to make things work—wed both longed for something grander. And it was no wonder Cole and Angelo had been drawn to each other, and yet, they had only brushed wings in the night, neither one of them able to stop in their flight.


  Angelo moved closer to me, putting one arm around my waist and his hand in my back pocket as he often did. I draped my arm over his
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  shoulder, and he leaned into me as we walked. “We should do it, too, Zach,” he said.


  I turned toward him, putting my lips against his thick black hair. “Do what?” I asked. I was thinking how I wished his hair was short again. I missed the coarse spikiness of it against my face. I wondered if hed cut it if I asked.


  “Get married.”


  I didnt even realize Id stopped dead in my tracks while Angelo kept walking until Matt ran into me from behind. He laughed—said something to me about getting run over—I couldnt even hear him. My brain certainly couldnt process the words. He and Jared and George went around us, continuing on their way. Angelo was staring at me, his lopsided smile on his face and his eyebrows up. “You okay, Zach? I think I freaked you out.”


  “Are you serious?”

  “Bout what? You lookin freaked out? Yeah, Im serious.” “No.”


  “No, what?” he asked, and he seemed to be enjoying the fact that our normal backward way of communication had somehow become even more backward again and still didnt have us facing forward.


  “No, not about that! About getting married.”

  “Yeah,” he said, smiling. “Why not?”


  I thought about all the times Id wondered if hed ever be ready to take this step with me. I had never dreamed it would be so soon. “I didnt want to scare you,” I said, and he laughed. He walked over to me and put his arms around my waist, looking up at me.


  “The birds been gone a long time now, Zach,” he said. “What do you mean?”

  “Im not scared anymore.”

  My heart felt huge, expanding like some crazy balloon, somehow


  both inside and outside of my chest, buoying me up, making me absolutely giddy. “Oh God,” was all I could say. I pulled him tight against me, wrapping my arms around him, burying my face in his hair. “I love you so much.”


  “I possess nothing worthy to give you,” he said. “Theres just me.” “Youre all I ever wanted anyway.”

  He laughed, pushing away enough to look up at me, but before he


  could reply, we were interrupted by Cole calling out to us. “Good lord, its freezing out here you know. Are you two lovebirds coming, or shall we just leave you here to find your own way home?”


  “Leave us here,” I said, but Angelo spoke up, drowning me out. “Were coming.” He pulled away from me, turning so one arm was still around my waist, propelling me forward as he started to follow again behind our friends. “Wait til we get home, Zach,” he said softly as we walked. “This week is for them.”

  He was right. My instinct was to shout it to the heavens, but that would have been a selfish thing to do. He was so much smarter than me. I wanted to tell him how happy he made me, but the only words I could muster seemed pale compared to what I was feeling. “You are my north,” I said, feeling that it was completely inadequate, but the smile he turned upon me really was like a light in the sky, guiding me home.

  He said only, “I know.”
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